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Abstract
Implementing intentionally designed interventions to improve students’ academic performance
has been a focus of educational stakeholders for decades. However, the implementation of
academic interventions for average-achieving students, particularly during their freshman year of
high school, appears to be lacking. The purpose of this qualitative grounded theory study was to
explore designed interventions implemented by high school administrators from two unified
school districts in California that focused on the academic performance of middle-achieving
students during their ninth-grade year. This qualitative grounded theory study focused on the
perspective of a purposive sampling group of high school administrators, which included
principals, assistant principals, and counselors. Seventeen administrators participated in a 5-point
Likert scale survey that required them to answer 10 questions focused on the importance and use
of interventions to improve the academic performance of ninth-grade average achieving students
on their campus. The sample field was narrowed to six administrators who provided deeper
insight regarding interventions used on their campus for forgotten middle students. Traditional
coding methods such as the use of paper, pen, and labels combined with the digital technology of
MAXQDA allowed for a thorough analysis of all qualitative data. Key findings from the
research study indicated that it is important to implement interventions for average-achieving
students early during their freshman year since motivation is critical to keeping students engaged
and establishing a foundation for future success. Also, student-faculty relationships were
recognized as an imperative to the success of interventions on a school campus. Administrators
acknowledged the important role that the home environment serves toward the success of
implementing interventions for average-achieving students. Finally, results revealed that most
administrators who participated in the study confirmed average achieving students are often
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overlooked regarding needed supports to improve their academic achievement. Future studies
should focus on educator awareness, stakeholder roles, the effectiveness of implemented
interventions on average achieving ninth-grade student performance, and the influence of
interventions on a high school campus culture.
Keywords: academic achievement, forgotten middle students, research-based
interventions, student engagement, transition
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Chapter 1: Introduction
The academic achievement of high school students remains a priority for educational
leaders across the United States (Uretsky & Henneberger, 2020). Key aspects of academic
achievement include grades, grade promotion, and credits earned toward graduation (Uretsky &
Henneberger, 2020). Only an estimated 80% of freshman students who enter high school in the
United States fulfill the requirements to graduate on time (Castillo et al., 2019), which could lead
to an eventual high school dropout. Many high school dropouts could succeed academically, but
they lack motivation or a sense of connection to their campus. Some of these students are
average achievers in the “academic middle,” who experience setbacks during their freshman year
and become lost throughout their academic careers (Black et al., 2008, p. 113).
These middle students can be forgotten since they are not always tracked like students in
special programs or praised similarly to high-performing students (Datu & Yuen, 2020;
Swanson, 2005). These forgotten middle students can go unnoticed early in high school since
they do not have advocates or receive support services consistently (Swanson, 2005; Watt et al.,
2017). The forgotten middle consistently attends school, seldomly participates in class
discussions, and maintains average grades (Swanson, 2005). Concerns for student success lead to
the following question: what academic decisions are campus administrators making toward
identifying and implementing effective interventions that will improve the academic
achievement of so many freshman students who fall in the middle?
High-performing students and their parents often serve as the driving force for the master
schedule and innovative courses that the school chooses to offer (Helker, 2020). Students at the
top of the class benefit from the direction they are provided by involved parents (Archambault et
al., 2017; Bogenschneider, 1997). However, the parents of middle students can be the last
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stakeholders to express their view of interventions and programs needed to help move their
child’s educational progress forward (Helker, 2020; Swanson, 2005). The risk of stagnant
achievement could remain if interventions are not in place to address the academic concerns for
forgotten middle students as they are transitioning into high school (Hussar et al., 2020).
Low-performing students are at risk of dropping out of high school, but risk also exists
among middle-performing students. Students of the academic middle who maintain average or
even above-average grades become high school dropouts for various reasons (McDermott et al.,
2018). These students can drop out of high school due to a lack of engagement with school
activities, a feeling of disconnect with school faculty, and limited involvement from parents
(Zaff et al., 2017). Pivotal experiences such as changes in the family structure, providing care to
a family member, moving residences, and helping support the family financially are factors that
lead to quietly dropping out or not pursuing future educational opportunities beyond high school
(McDermott et al., 2018). Chronic illness or mental health issues, such as depression and
anxiety, also influence middle students’ academic achievement and educational progress
(McDermott et al., 2018). The increased availability of general education diploma (GED)
programs has also contributed to dropout rates over the past few decades (Heckman et al., 2012).
Between 12% to 18% of students who earn a high school diploma do so through GED programs
(Zajacova & Montez, 2017). Stressors that students experience due to personal or family-related
issues lead to pursuing a credential from a GED program.
External stressors can influence the decisions high school students make regarding their
educational journey. When faced with stressors, the ability to navigate through adversity and
setbacks is critical to student development (Collie et al., 2015). Students are more likely to make
hasty decisions when they experience stressors such as a death in the family or a change in their
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environment (Dupéré et al., 2018). Without coping interventions, some of these decisions, such
as skipping school, substance abuse, and poor peer relations, limit educational opportunities and
lead to dropping out of high school (Dupéré et al., 2018). Approximately 40% of all high school
dropouts decide to leave before graduation due to their experience with at least one moderately
to severely stressful incident (Dupéré et al., 2018), which could also include academic setbacks
such as loss of credit when students transfer schools. Freshmen are vulnerable to these setbacks
since they experience new challenges and are learning how to prioritize various details of their
high school environment.
High school freshmen tend to struggle academically more often than older students
(Flannery et al., 2020). These struggles can lead to student disengagement, low student
achievement, and eventual student dropout. Freshman year of high school is a critical stage in a
young adult’s life. Expectations increase in all education areas once students enter their first year
of high school. Academic requirements and new stressors that students experience during their
freshman year are linked to truancy and behavioral concerns (Flannery et al., 2020), leading to
academic setbacks throughout their high school careers. Students’ academic achievement during
their secondary school years is imperative to their future success, particularly as they transition
from junior high to high school. Therefore, it is paramount for high school administrators to
implement effective interventions that will positively influence student achievement as they
make this critical transition, especially for the forgotten middle students who make up the
majority.
For decades, high school administrators have attempted to improve students’ academic
performance by addressing educational concerns such as student test scores, illiteracy, and
minimal higher-order thinking skills (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983).
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Government officials have passed numerous policies to improve the achievement of all students
across the nation, such as Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994 (Johnson, 1997), the No
Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (Adler-Greene, 2019), and the Every Student Succeeds Act of
2015 (Adler-Greene, 2019). Yet, the high school years, especially the freshmen year, have
proven to be the most critical time for addressing concerns focused on students’ future
achievement in the United States (Mac Iver et al., 2015).
High school is a pivotal phase in a young adult’s life; therefore, campus supports can
have a major impact on their overall success, specifically as they transition into the ninth grade
(Benner et al., 2017). High school freshmen are faced with adjusting to a new environment
(Ellerbrock et al., 2015), managing a more complex schedule (Binning et al., 2019), and
identifying interests in course pathways (Martinez et al., 2017). In addition, as opposed to
previous school years, students are required to maintain passing grades to earn academic credit
toward high school graduation (Flannery et al., 2020).
Academic Struggles
Many ninth-grade students struggle early in their first semester of high school to meet the
academic demands, which can lead to course setbacks. The first semester grade point average
(GPA) for freshman students has a lasting impact on a student’s final high school GPA
(Hickman et al., 2017). Grades are not only significant regarding student progress toward
meeting graduation requirements, but they also serve as predictors for discipline and attendance
issues (Brookhart et al., 2016). Student discipline (Cholewa et al., 2018) and attendance (Mac
Iver et al., 2017) have been identified as important factors that influence the engagement of high
school students, which is connected to academic achievement.
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Ninth-grade students who earn failing grades during their first semester of high school
tend to become less engaged, which leads to continued low academic achievement and potential
dropout (Thayer et al., 2018). Vaughn et al. (2020) revealed that students who drop out of high
school significantly increase their likelihood of receiving financial assistance from the
government, getting arrested, and experiencing job termination. Students who drop out are at a
greater risk of having health issues related to depression and drug abuse (Vaughn et al., 2020).
These occurrences are detrimental to the individual, their family, and society. Therefore,
addressing student engagement early in a student’s high school experience is critical to
improving their level of achievement, ensuring that they remain in school, and providing a better
future for them and their families.
Early Interventions
High school principals and counselors have used techniques connected with behavioral
(Borgen et al., 2020), goal setting (Burns et al., 2019), and self-efficacy interventions (Muenks et
al., 2018) to influence the attitudes, actions, and engagement of students. Educational leaders
must continue to utilize these types of practices and remain intentional when implementing
interventions that focus on student progress. Acknowledgment of early warning signs and
providing effective interventions are necessary to improve student achievement, increase
engagement, and reduce dropout risk among high school students (Márquez-Vera et al., 2016).
Administrators must be equipped to lead change initiatives centered on research-based
interventions that improve future achievement levels of freshman students as they enter high
school.
High-performing students are often self-driven and have the support of their parents.
Students with individualized education programs and Section 504 plans have advocates, special
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services, and initiatives that assist them with needed interventions. Yet, middle students can fall
behind because there is a lack of intervention practices or support systems to assist in their
academic achievement. Administrators need to seek interventions that will positively influence
the performance and engagement of the middle student as they transition into their freshman
year.
Statement of the Problem
The academic achievement of ninth-grade students is imperative since this grade
classification has the highest failure rate of any grade level, which can potentially lead to future
educational setbacks (Thayer et al., 2018). Students who fall behind academically during their
freshman year have a graduation rate that is 60% lower than peers who complete their first year
of high school academic requirements (Flannery et al., 2020). The first semester GPA of
freshman students serves as a key indicator of a student’s final GPA while in high school
(Hickman et al., 2017). Educational leaders, especially high school principals and counselors,
need to know the impact interventions such as intentional goal-setting practices, student-teacher
connections, and self-efficacy approaches have on the future achievement of forgotten middle
students as they begin their freshman year of high school (Thayer et al., 2018).
Student interest and motivation are other factors that determine their academic success
(Kuo et al., 2020). As stated by Mac Iver et al. (2017), “Interest in school often declines as
students are not successful academically” (p. 644). Students who do not maintain educational
achievement standards early within their freshman year tend to experience a lack of motivation,
disconnect from the school, and question their ability levels as they go through the transition
process of high school (Benner et al., 2017). This decrease of motivation, lack of school

7
involvement, and questioning of self-efficacy can affect their long-term academic achievement if
not addressed immediately with effective intervention techniques (Ellerbrock et al., 2015).
There is a critical need for implementing research-based intervention practices from
educators as students enter high school, especially for middle students once they experience
setbacks (Freeman et al., 2019). School leadership, communication systems, and relevant data
are all essential to implementing effective interventions at the high school level (Flannery &
McGrath Kato, 2017). The commitment educators have toward the philosophy and reinforcement
of an intervention is critical to the influence it might have on student achievement
(Thoutenhoofd, 2019). Educators could contribute to the academic failure of middle students as
they advance from junior high to high school if research-based interventions are not
implemented early in the transition process for this student majority (McKee & Caldarella,
2016). Therefore, administrators and educators need to apply effective intervention practices that
motivate and engage middle students to succeed academically during the learning process as they
advance to the ninth grade.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative grounded theory study was to explore designed
interventions implemented by high school administrators from two unified school districts in
California that focus on the academic performance of middle-achieving students during their
ninth-grade year. This study inspected the phenomenon of intervention strategies from six high
school campuses across two school districts located in southern California (Farquhar et al.,
2020). The importance of relationships between educators, students, and parents was confirmed
or refuted regarding their role in the success of interventions used to improve the academic
success of these average-achieving students. Participants for this grounded theory study included
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high school principals, assistant principals, and counselors. School administrators served as
experts as they provided their perspective regarding the interventions used to positively affect
their middle student population throughout this research method. Each administrator completed a
survey questionnaire through SurveyMonkey™ during phase one of the study that focused on
their experiences concerning the importance of providing interventions for ninth-grade forgotten
middle students. A select group from phase one participated in a semistructured interview during
phase two of the data collection process, where they addressed current intervention practices
used on their campus and their role in implementing the research-based strategies.
Research Questions
RQ1. Why should interventions be implemented to motivate forgotten middle students to
succeed academically as they transition into their freshman year of high school?
RQ2. How do administrators perceive the influence of strong relationships between
faculty members and ninth-grade forgotten middle students during the implementation of
intervention techniques?
RQ3. How do administrators perceive the influence of the home environment on the
success of interventions implemented for ninth-grade forgotten middle students?
Definition of Key Terms
Academic achievement. Acquiring essential knowledge and skills through academic
coursework to meet the proficiency standards and educational goals required to advance from
one grade level to the next (Rouse et al., 2020).
Advancement Via Individual Determination. An academic intervention program
designed to assist middle-achieving students. Advancement Via Individual Determination
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(AVID) provides academic supports while encouraging students to learn the critical skills and
behaviors necessary to succeed beyond high school (Kolbe et al., 2018).
At-risk students. Students who have been identified as at-risk for dropping out of high
school or not graduating within four years (Heppen et al., 2018).
Every Student Succeeds Act of 2015. Educational amendment to the Elementary and
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 was signed into action on December 10, 2015, by
President Barack Obama as a revision to the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). The Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) revised various aspects of educational expectations, including
standardized tests, teachers’ qualifications, school performance, and school accountability
measures. The ESSA stressed the importance of preparing students for college and vocational
opportunities (Adler-Greene, 2019).
Fixed mindset. The belief that an individual’s intelligence and cognitive skills are
unchangeable (Aditomo, 2015).
Forgotten middle student. A student who is part of the majority within our educational
system. They are labeled as the average achievers, are underrepresented by advocates, and often
go unnoticed regarding needed interventions within school systems to promote student growth.
These students are not in the top 10 of the class. They do not receive additional support through
special education services or programs. They have the ability to succeed academically but can
lack motivation and a sense of connection with the school (Swanson, 2005).
General education diploma. An alternative program for students to earn their high
school credentials or diploma. Students are required to show proficiency through testing focused
on math, English, science, and social studies (Heckman et al., 2012).
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Grade retention. The requirement of students to repeat a grade level such as freshman
year or a specific course because they did not meet the academic standards set forth for earning
academic credit (Mac Iver et al., 2017).
Growth mindset. The belief that an individual’s intelligence and cognitive skills can be
developed over time through persistent practice and experience (Aditomo, 2015).
Improving America’s Schools Act of 1994. Policy passed by Congress in 1994 that
focused on improving the involvement of parents with the education of their children. The
intention of the Improving American’s Schools Act of 1994 (IASA) was to identify and provide
parents advisory roles that would positively impact local educational decisions, especially at
Title I schools (Johnson, 1997).
Individualized education program. A planned intervention that is the roadmap required
under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act to provide a Free Appropriate Public
Education (FAPE). An individual education program (IEP) is designed to assist students who
require specific services to meet their educational needs. The IEP process involves a committee
that includes the student, parents, educators, and school administrators in making decisions when
establishing intervention details and goal setting specifically designed for an individual student
(Goldman et al., 2020).
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. An amendment to the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 that President George Bush established in 2001 designed to close
the achievement gap among minorities in public schools, especially in the areas of math and
reading. The consistent improvement of schools was the main focus of this policy (AdlerGreene, 2019).
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Open access. An educational practice of allowing students enrollment to classes and
academic programs even though they may not have the prerequisites for the placement in the
selected course of study (Pratt, 2017).
Personal best goal setting. A student-driven approach to establishing challenging yet
realistic goals to improve their engagement within an educational setting (Burns et al., 2019).
Professional learning communities. An ongoing process in which educators share best
practices for improving student learning and increasing student achievement (DuFour et al.,
2016).
Quiet dropouts. Students who have average to above-average grades in high school.
These students do not display behavior or attendance concerns for campus administrators or
educators. They typically drop out of high school due to a pivotal life experience (McDermott et
al., 2018).
Research-based intervention. Practices that have been implemented and evaluated and
prove to be effective in the positive development of students on a high school campus (Freeman
et al., 2019).
Secondary level. A period of time in education for students that occurs throughout their
middle school and high school years (Burns et al., 2019).
Section 504 plans. A plan designed to assist students at the elementary and secondary
school levels who require accommodations to succeed academically (Zirkel & Weathers, 2015).
Self-efficacy. The belief students have in their own ability to succeed when faced with
challenges. Self-efficacy is a key component to students setting goals and seeking growth
opportunities (Tak et al., 2017).
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Student engagement. Interaction that involves intentional thinking, effort, and
awareness on the part of students throughout the learning process (Burns et al., 2019).
Transition. A challenging academic experience that students encounter as they progress
from one setting to another, especially from a junior high campus to a high school environment
(Benner et al., 2017).
Truancy. Excessive absences of a student. This behavior occurs because students often
choose to skip school due to a lack of accountability and a sense of responsibility (Vaughn et al.,
2020).
Chapter Summary
High school freshmen encounter multiple changes when they transition from junior high
to high school. There are various push and pull factors that impact the engagement of freshman
students, which, if not addressed early in their high school career, can lead to low academic
achievement, disengagement, and eventual student dropout (McDermott et al., 2018). Numerous
students from the silent majority who do not benefit from intense parental involvement or
advocates regarding interventions that are intentionally designed to guide them are at risk of
becoming forgotten as they transition to high school. A review of the literature provides detailed
insight from focused research studies that identify key concerns and potential interventions
surrounding this critical topic.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Intentionally designed interventions for forgotten middle students as they enter high
school are critical to their academic performance (Roybal et al., 2014). The purpose of this
qualitative grounded theory study was to explore designed interventions implemented by high
school administrators from two unified school districts in California that focus on the academic
performance of middle-achieving students during their ninth-grade year. This study sought to
confirm or refute the importance of relationships between forgotten middle students, faculty
members, and parents regarding the impact these relationships have on the success of
interventions as students enter high school.
Literature Search Methods
The literature review in this study centered on interventions used to improve future
academic achievement for forgotten middle students during their freshman year of high school.
The online Margarett and Herman Brown Library at Abilene Christian University (ACU) was the
primary tool used to gather data sources throughout this study’s literature search. Relevant
journal articles were identified through the ACU library, SAGE journals, JSTOR (Journal
Storage), and the Education Resources Information Center. Keywords used for the literature
search included academic achievement, forgotten middle students, research-based interventions,
student engagement, and transition.
Theoretical Framework Discussion
There were two theories for the theoretical framework of this study: Urie
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (EST) on student development and Albert Bandura’s
social cognitive theory (SCT) on student academic achievement. The study provided insight
concerning the influence that the microsystems of school and home environments have on

14
middle student achievement and how these two domains, or mesosystem, are linked (Blandin,
2017). A connection between the microsystems of Bronfenbrenner’s EST (Blandin, 2017) and
the environmental factors of Bandura’s SCT on student achievement throughout the learning
process was explored (Blandin, 2017). Finally, Albert Bandura’s SCT as it pertains to the
academic achievement of high school students once they transition from junior high to high
school was examined.
Ecological Systems Theory
Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory identifies the developmental process for
individuals as a connection of various contexts, including microsystems, mesosystems,
exosystems, and macrosystems (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). A microsystem, such as a school or
home, can either provide or restrict opportunities for individual growth (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
Microsystems can be compressed into small groups known as nanosystems, which provide
intentionally focused opportunities for development. For instance, classrooms within a school
system serve as an essential element to the experience students have while on campus (Rudasill
et al., 2018). Microsystems also interact with one another to form what is known as a
mesosystem.
Mesosystems are vital to human development because individual systems must work
together to assist in the daily progress toward personal growth (Blandin, 2017). An example of a
mesosystem is the connection of school and home environments, which are instrumental in the
development of students (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Another aspect of Bronfenbrenner’s EST,
exosystems, proposes that children experience an indirect connection between an outside context
such as a parent’s workplace and a close microsystem, notably their home (Rudasill et al., 2018).
Exosystems, which are regularly affected by macrosystems, are out of the control of children.
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Macrosystems tend to be the influences that come from outside the home, particularly cultural
beliefs from the community or social media (Becker & Todd, 2018). It is worth noting the
domains of chronosystems and ecological niches concerning Bronfenbrenner’s EST and the
influence these domains have on student development. Chronosystems are centered on life
experiences as one matures, whereas an ecological niche focuses on specific needs and
characteristics of an individual (Rudasill et al., 2018). Student needs vary depending on the
region and era in which they live, which are factors that determine their success (Rudasill et al.,
2018). Again, this study explored interventions that influenced the academic achievement of
ninth-grade forgotten middle students and the importance the microsystems of the school and
home environment had on the success of implemented interventions.
The school environment serves as a microsystem in Bronfenbrenner’s EST for student
development (Rudasill et al., 2018). A welcoming environment that allows a student the
opportunity to adapt to the academic and social demands of high school is a key aspect to their
future success (Hurjui, 2016). The school environment, also known as school climate, has been
linked to obtaining higher academic achievement standards for students at both the high school
and middle school levels (Daily et al., 2019). Students who feel supported and safe on campus
are more engaged throughout the learning process, and they develop meaningful relationships
with faculty and fellow classmates (Cornell & Huang, 2016).
Encouragement from faculty members, especially in the nanosystem of the classroom, is
the main component of Bronfenbrenner’s EST for student development (Rudasill et al., 2018).
The daily experience that students have with school faculty through face-to-face classroom
interactions is just one of the many nanosystems that contribute to student development
(Leonard, 2011). Although relationships are important indicators of a supportive school climate,
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other school environmental factors that can impact the development of students include class
size, educational resources, and the quality of structural buildings on the campus (Ferguson et al.,
2013). Therefore, it is important to have multiple layers of support for students’ development,
including community and parental involvement, since these layers are connected to key decisions
made for school systems (Blandin, 2017).
A student’s home environment is another component of Bronfenbrenner’s EST on
student growth. Parental involvement and home climate have a direct impact on the development
of children (Lin & Bates, 2010). Parents can improve the academic achievement of their children
by monitoring student progress and encouraging them to pursue educational opportunities for
growth (Chun & Devall, 2019). Students experience more parental involvement from parents
during the early years of their educational career (Tran, 2014); however, engagement from
families throughout the secondary school years is as equally important since students are
experiencing numerous stressors as academic expectations increase (Lloyd-Smith & Baron,
2010). Today, more than ever before, parents have the right and privilege through educational
laws to be connected to school systems by making informed decisions with administrators that
will influence their children’s educational landscape (Blandin, 2017). Parents must stay involved
with the educational aspects of their child’s life because it is critical to their future achievements.
School and home environments are connected through a mesosystem identified by
Bronfenbrenner that promotes students’ growth through the actions of the school faculty and the
child’s parents (Blandin, 2017). Factors that impact the connection between school and home
environments include the culture, values, societal influences, resources, and perception of roles
between each of the microsystems (Keyes, 2002). The school and home environment constantly
overlap and serve as the building blocks for student development, which is why stakeholders
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from each of these microsystems must regularly communicate regarding the expectations for
improving students’ academic performance (Neal & Neal, 2013).
Social Cognitive Theory
Albert Bandura’s SCT originated from his early belief that behavior and environment
were linked to the learning process of an individual (Edinyang, 2016). Bandura’s SCT is part of a
fluid process known as triadic reciprocal determinism, in which an individual’s learning is
influenced by their personal, environmental, and behavioral interactions (Bandura, 1988). These
three aspects of Bandura’s SCT impact one another. For instance, an individual’s actions can
affect their intellectual activity, which, in turn, can influence a person’s surroundings (Harinie et
al., 2017). As stated by Bandura (1988), “Three aspects of social cognitive theory are especially
relevant. They include developing competencies through mastery modeling, strengthening
people’s beliefs in their capabilities so they can make better use of their talents, and enhancing
self-motivation through goal systems” (p. 276).
Bandura’s SCT has been linked to student engagement, motivation, and overall academic
achievement (Artino, 2012). A person’s confidence in their abilities to execute a task, also
known as self-efficacy, directly impacts their resilience, focus, and academic success (Yiu et al.,
2012). An individual’s experiences and outcome expectations are a key predictor of their
behavior and belief in themselves (Eslami et al., 2018). A person’s belief in themselves is just
one personal aspect that can determine the effort they give toward being successful (Muñoz,
2020).
Bandura (1988) identified that individual (cognitive) aspects, such as knowledge, selfefficacy, and motivation, are connected to the learning process. Students gain knowledge through
experience, and the skills they develop, prepare them to handle future challenges throughout life
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(Dooley & Schreckhise, 2016). The personal aspect of self-efficacy has been noted as a critical
factor that influences an individual’s performance and achievements since the belief in one’s
abilities is essential to success (Kim & Park, 2018). The motivational stage of the learning
process has been identified as a phase that determines the success of the entire experience
(Harinie et al., 2017). Thus, motivation needs to be a central theme from environmental
influences toward improving student achievement (Scales et al., 2020).
The environmental aspects of Bandura’s SCT are very similar to the microsystems
identified throughout Bronfenbrenner’s EST. Classroom, home, school campus, and work
environments all influence an individual’s learning process (An & Meaney, 2015). Each
environment can be dissected further to gain a deeper understanding of its impact on learning. As
stated by An and Meaney (2015), “Bandura expanded the environmental construct to include
three distinct levels: imposed, selected, and constructed” (p. 144). Bandura’s SCT suggests that
there are times in which individuals can make decisions that influence their surroundings and
other times where they cannot control their environment. Nonetheless, environmental factors can
be one of the most important determinants of students’ achievement since their surroundings
influence an individual’s behavior (O’Kelley, 2019).
Bandura identified that people could control how they interpret and react to their
surroundings, which is part of the behavioral factor of his social cognitive theory (Bandura,
1988). As mentioned by Bergman et al. (2019), “According to Bandura, desires shape our
intentions to act, thus preceding behavior toward goals or aspirational ends” (p. 2). Behaviors
can be learned, whether good or bad, by observing the actions of others (O’Kelley, 2019).
Motivation and engagement are closely associated with an individual’s behavior; therefore, it is

19
important to be surrounded by an environment that includes supportive people and resources
(Bergman et al., 2019).
Literature Review
Stakeholder Relationships
Numerous connections exist within education (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), for example,
relationships between students, teachers, administrators, and parents. The connection between
these educational stakeholders is paramount to students’ academic growth and emotional
development (Lang et al., 2020). Relationships between stakeholders can influence the
environment that is created toward the success of an individual (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
Therefore, the home and school environments must work together to ensure school-aged
children’s progress (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
Students who maintain a positive view of their teachers and have invested parents are
more motivated to learn, which leads to increased student achievement (Sengul et al., 2019).
Meaningful relationships not only improve student performance but also reduce behavior issues
both at home and school (Duong et al., 2020). Dynamics such as community member
involvement and available resources impact students’ success (Sengul et al., 2019). Daily
relationships and societal influences are common factors that can persuade the approach students
take toward their development (Bandura, 1988). Supportive relationships are vital to the growth
of students, especially for students who are not the top performers in their class (Duong et al.,
2020).
Student and Teacher Relationships
Students spend well over 1,000 hours inside a school classroom each year (Ansari et al.,
2020). The social relationships that teachers develop with their students inside the classroom
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during these hours have a direct effect on student performance (Ansari et al., 2020). Students can
develop a lack of trust and connection with teachers as they enter high school due to increased
class size and encountering multiple teachers throughout the day (Martin & Collie, 2019).
Recognizing the challenges that exist when change occurs for students will help educators better
understand the needs of students and take a step toward cultivating a relationship
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Creating a meaningful relationship with students during their freshman
year has proven critical to their development and can influence areas of their life way beyond
high school (McCallumore & Sparapani, 2010). Teachers who maintain trust and show a genuine
interest in their class contribute to the growth of their students (Ansari et al., 2020). A student’s
grade point average (GPA; Sethi & Scales, 2020), not to mention their overall well-being, can be
indirectly impacted due to the relationship they have with their teacher.
Student Performance. The performance of students improves when teachers are
emotionally supportive, provide autonomy for students, and advocate for positive peer
relationships in the classroom (Martin & Collie, 2019). Evidence of a connection results when
students believe that the teacher truly cares about them as an individual, has a positive attitude,
wipes the slate clean each day, and challenges them to grow (Sethi & Scales, 2020). Students
display healthier behaviors and show more motivation when their teachers express an interest in
them (Hajovsky et al., 2020). Motivation and self-efficacy for students increase when their
teachers show a belief in them (Bandura, 1988). Students are more likely to communicate openly
with their teachers when they feel a sense of positivity in the classroom (Hajovsky et al., 2020).
Educators who provide students a second chance and are willing to move past a student’s
previous mistakes create a culture that is welcoming and worthy of a student’s trust (Wong et al.,
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2020). Students who feel challenged are often more engaged in class and believe that their
teachers want to see them improve as a student (Bandura, 1988; Sethi & Scales, 2020).
Teacher Job Satisfaction. Relationships between teachers and students also influence
areas of the teacher’s professional development and their happiness with their career (Corbin et
al., 2019). Teachers are tasked with numerous responsibilities, including stressful teaching
standards and evaluations from principals (Lavy & Naama-Ghanayim, 2020). The environment,
or microsystem, that a teacher works in can have a lasting impact on their development and that
of their students (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Environmental factors and demanding circumstances
can cause educators to lose focus on their profession’s purpose, which, in turn, can negatively
impact student progress (Lavy & Naama-Ghanayim, 2020).
Approximately 59% of teachers report experiencing significant stress, leading to burnout
and high turnover rates (Corbin et al., 2019). High stress and burnout can lead to teachers
questioning their purpose for serving students (Herman et al., 2020). A student’s behavior and
development can be influenced negatively if a stressful classroom environment is created
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). However, educators who find meaning in their work have a greater
potential to positively impact their students’ lives (Lavy & Naama-Ghanayim, 2020). Stress is
minimized and job performance is improved when teachers display high levels of self-efficacy
(Bandura, 1988). Teachers find joy in their work when they cultivate relationships with students
and witness their success (Braun et al., 2020).
Educators feeling a sense of connection with their students is a determining factor for
teacher job satisfaction, understanding of their work’s purpose, and teacher retention for school
systems (Braun et al., 2020). Various factors such as class size, school culture on teacher wellbeing, and leadership can determine the approach that teachers take toward developing
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relationships with students (Wang & Hall, 2019). Therefore, school leaders need to place
emphasis on establishing clear values and a mission for reaching every child every day as
educators foster relationships (Wang & Hall, 2019). Administrators who communicate a clear
mission to educators on their campus can increase enthusiasm for serving students, which can
lead to a deeper student-teacher relationship (Aldrup et al., 2018).
Role of Principal. Student and teacher relationships are greatly influenced by the actions
of the school’s principal (Khan, 2019). Principals are tasked with establishing the culture of their
campus (Anderson, 2019). The climate that administrative leaders create on their campus has a
huge impact on the mindset of teachers and their approach to working with students
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Pedota, 2015). Effective administrators develop a climate that motivates
all stakeholders to collaborate and remain committed to achieving the school’s mission together
(Khan, 2019). Stakeholders are more motivated when goals are established and direction is
provided (Bandura, 1988). School leaders, such as principals, are instrumental in influencing the
quality of life for all students and teachers on their campus through intentional goal-setting
(Bandura, 1988; Smith & Shouppe, 2018). Therefore, it is critical that administrative leaders
advocate for healthy student and teacher relationships (Smith & Shouppe, 2018).
Principals have the opportunity to be transformational leaders who impact the impression
students have of their teachers simply by fostering a supportive and welcoming environment
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Daniel, 2017). An overall sense of trust and focus on relationships
occurs when administrators establish a shared vision for their educational community (Robinette,
2016). As stated by Anderson (2019), “A school leader contributes to a positive school climate
by nourishing trusting and caring relationships” (p. 40). There are relationships that extend
outside of the classroom that influence the perceptions students have toward their teachers
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(Daniel, 2017). The interactions with and beliefs that parents have concerning teachers play a
significant role in student and teacher connections (Sethi & Scales, 2020).
Home and School Relationships
A student’s home and school environments should be stable for them to be successful in
school (Lang et al., 2020). Students are more likely to experience setbacks in their development
if either of these environments is dysfunctional (Lang et al., 2020). Student growth also suffers
when one microsystem attempts to undermine the other (Feinberg et al., 2012). A lack of
commitment from either microsystem can lead to student disengagement, failure, and potential
school dropout (Sadiku & Sylaj, 2019). Therefore, it is imperative that the mesosystem made up
of the home and school work together so that students can flourish as they pursue their academic
endeavors (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
Students’ beliefs toward education are established early in the educational process and
are significantly influenced by their home environment (Cook et al., 2018). These developed
beliefs are connected to motivation for learning (Bandura, 1988). Students are more likely to be
motivated and view school personnel as advocates for their personal growth when their
household is actively involved with the school community (Sethi & Scales, 2020). The attitude
that a student’s family members have toward the student’s school has been linked to student
engagement and academic achievement (Hughes & Kwok, 2007). Households who have a
positive perspective and deep respect for the school early in a child’s academic career assist
students with finding a reason to connect with their educational community (Hughes & Kwok,
2007). Students are more likely to adjust when they experience academic and social-emotional
setbacks at school if trust is established between their school personnel and household members
(Losh et al., 2019).

24
Various factors can determine the mentality members of a student’s home have toward
their school, such as life experiences and social background (Bilton et al., 2017). As stated by
McKibben (2016), “Parents’ own experiences of public schools tainted the view of their kids’
education system” (p. 4). Parents who feel uncomfortable attending school meetings or speaking
with educators at their child’s school can contribute to student and teacher disconnect (Bilton et
al., 2017). Fear of potential conflict from parents with their child’s educators can negatively
influence the student-teacher bond (Lasater, 2019). A lack of communication between the
household and school is a major component of student disconnect (McKibben, 2016). Therefore,
educational leaders must have a desire to connect stakeholders so students remain engaged and
have a clear set of goals toward academic progress (Khan, 2019).
Parent and Teacher Relationships. Parent-teacher relationships must be a priority
throughout the entirety of a student’s educational journey (Lasater, 2019). Students are more
equipped to adjust to academic challenges when there is a focus on positive parent-teacher
relationships (Hughes & Kwok, 2007). Quality parent-teacher relationships allow for a deeper
community connection between the microsystem of the home and school (Bronfenbrenner,
1979). Interaction between educators and parents creates a collaborative culture that seeks to
improve the development of students (Li et al., 2019). Expectations and standards for student
growth increase through consistent communication between the home and school mesosystem
(Gordon & Louis, 2009).
Parents feel a sense of ownership of the learning process when a healthy parent-teacher
relationship is maintained (Li et al., 2019). Parents and teachers are able to learn the strengths
and weaknesses of a student when strong parent-teacher relationships are formed (Cook et al.,
2018). These relationships allow for open dialogue that can lead to effective supports that assist
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in student achievement (Cook et al., 2018). Frequent parental involvement occurs as they begin
to trust teachers and the school system (Santiago et al., 2016). Students experience gains in their
GPA and performance on standardized tests when parents are actively involved with their
education (Sethi & Scales, 2020).
In addition to increased academic performance, student behavior and daily attendance are
improved when there is a solid foundation between parents and teachers (Santiago et al., 2016).
Increased parental involvement through committed parent-teacher relationships not only raises
the performance of individual students but also improves school programs and interventions
(Karakus & Savas, 2012). Parents are more likely to volunteer to assist with school functions and
advocate for campus improvements when parent-teacher relationships are a central focus across
the community (Karakus & Savas, 2012). Dedicated monitoring between the school and home
also holds all stakeholders accountable for the achievement of students (Li et al., 2019).
Teacher Relationships
Collaboration between educators within the school is another important factor for
creating accountability and improving student performance (Banerjee et al., 2017). Achievement
gaps between student groups narrow when teachers are active in campus-wide professional
learning communities (Banerjee et al., 2017). Teacher collaboration through professional
learning communities allows for the sharing of best practices among teachers for professional
growth (Jao & McDougall, 2016). Focused collaboration between educators creates opportunities
for teachers to build trust and establish a culture conducive to student achievement (Jao &
McDougall, 2016).
Educators are more satisfied with their job environment and perform better when they
consistently communicate with one another (Reeves et al., 2017). Increases in student
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achievement have been connected to an improvement in teacher performance (Reeves et al.,
2017). In addition, teachers who share ideas develop an increased sense of self-efficacy, which
can influence students’ beliefs in their own abilities and academic growth (de Jong et al., 2016).
A student’s performance is also improved when educators receive feedback from one another
and are able to reflect on the information they receive from colleagues regarding their teaching
practices (Kraft et al., 2016). Active participation in professional learning communities from
teachers leads to educational stakeholders attaining the school’s goals (Brown et al., 2018). Goal
attainment creates motivation, which then encourages individuals to address potential setbacks
that might arise and improve their academic achievement (Bandura, 1988). These practices are
critical toward forgotten middle student progress.
Professional Learning Communities. Effective professional learning communities place
their focus on ensuring that all students learn (DuFour, 2004). Teachers must identify various
aspects of the learning process, which include what students need to learn, how teachers will
know that learning has occurred, and responses for when students do not learn (Riggins &
Knowles, 2020). Educators should work together to assist struggling students by providing
timely interventions and directing students to be devoted throughout their learning journey
(DuFour, 2004). Consistent collaboration between educators is imperative to their professional
growth and improving student achievement (Riggins & Knowles, 2020).
Creating a culture where educators share knowledge and learn together is critical to
successful professional learning communities (DuFour et al., 2016). Learning is an ongoing
process in which the decisions and actions of educators should be driven by the results of student
performance (DuFour et al., 2016). Examining performance results and identifying effective
interventions can be a rigorous process for teachers; however, this collaboration is required to
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improve the academic success of students (Brodie, 2021). Forgotten middle students’
achievement improves by sharing best practices within professional learning communities that
are centered on the learning of both students and teachers.
Forgotten Middle Students
The forgotten middle are students who easily become lost in the daily activities of school
because they are not identified as extraordinary achievers, nor are they students who participate
in compensatory educational programs (Black et al., 2008). The forgotten middle are averageachieving students who are underserved at both the high school and junior high levels (Watt et
al., 2017). These students have academic potential, yet, they can easily be viewed as not
committed to their educational advancement due to their backgrounds (Wooldridge, 2017). A
portion of secondary schools across the United States are offering programs such as
Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID); however, few interventions exist
nationwide that are intentionally designed to assist with the academic achievement of the
forgotten middle (Kolbe et al., 2018). These students are susceptible to becoming disengaged
because of self-evaluation that is impacted by educational stakeholders (Möller & Pohlmann,
2010), which can lead to missed educational opportunities or eventual student dropout.
Environmental factors, motivation, and self-efficacy are important aspects to improving the
future academic achievement of the forgotten middle students, especially as they begin their high
school careers (Mahler et al., 2018).
The forgotten middle student deserves to be challenged through high academic standards
that push these average achievers to reach their full potential (Black et al., 2008). Average
students have seen improvement in their performance when they are provided guidance toward
establishing self-regulatory practices (Black et al., 2008). Administrators must provide quality
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professional development opportunities for educators to understand the need for reaching
students in the middle by developing trusting student-teacher relationships (Clark et al., 2017).
Middle students are more successful when proper campus supports such as teacher advocacy and
mentorship are in place (Pugh & Tschannen-Moran, 2016).
The forgotten middle benefitted when they received guidance emphasizing class
collaboration, organizational skills, and questioning strategies (Clark et al., 2017). Forgotten
middle students also show an increase in development when community partnerships are
cultivated (Bernhardt, 2013). Encouragement from educational stakeholders, including
administrators, teachers, and peers, has proven to be one of the biggest determining factors for
middle student success (Bernhardt, 2013). Positively influencing the academic advancement of
average-achieving students creates better opportunities for them as members of society and helps
the development toward high functioning communities (Pugh & Tschannen-Moran, 2016).
Evidence suggested that the academic achievement of the forgotten middle could be
positively influenced by intentionally designed intervention programs (Wooldridge, 2017).
Research studies on the forgotten middle have occurred at both the junior high and high school
levels (Black et al., 2008). In a study of six junior high campuses within one school district along
the east coast, the impact that designed interventions made on the performance of over 1,600
eighth-grades students was examined (Wooldridge, 2017). Results showed an improvement in
student GPA and better performance on the College Board’s ReadiSTEP test (Wooldridge,
2017).
Other researchers have focused on interventions and course rigor throughout junior high
and how these intervention techniques can affect the college readiness of high school students
(Huerta et al., 2013). Researchers have also reviewed the significance of providing consistent
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academic interventions for over 3,000 students as they progressed from junior high to high
school (Huerta et al., 2013). Data from these studies revealed that forgotten middle students who
received designed interventions during junior high and high school were more willing to
challenge themselves academically and displayed greater self-efficacy (Huerta et al., 2013).
Studies have also been connected to student transition from high school to college (Black
et al., 2008). Advancement Via Individual Determination courses have impacted the academic
performance of forgotten middle students, specifically by challenging students to attempt more
rigorous academic pathways such as college-bound courses (Wooldridge, 2017). An evaluation
in Texas was conducted to understand better the effectiveness that AVID-based programs had on
average-achieving students during their freshman and sophomore years as they entered a
postsecondary institution (Watt et al., 2013). More than 2,500 freshman students participated in
this study and continued with the process once they moved into their sophomore year of college
(Watt et al., 2013). Findings showed that student GPA and retention increased for individuals
who participated with interventions that focused on the basic principles of AVID (Watt et al.,
2013).
Middle-achieving students from minorities such as African American and Latino students
from coastal Florida had been evaluated regarding the impact interventions have on their GPA,
self-efficacy, and attendance (Pugh & Tschannen-Moran, 2016). Data suggested that
interventions could assist in closing the achievement gap for minority students by improving a
student’s self-efficacy (Pugh & Tschannen-Moran, 2016). The influence that interventions can
have on academic goals and performance of average-achieving high school male students in
comparison to their female counterparts was assessed (Watt et al., 2017). Studies have been
conducted on average-achieving students as they completed stages of their educational
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requirements; however, few studies have addressed the academic success of the forgotten middle
students as they advance to their freshman year of high school.
Factors for Student Success
Various factors determine the success and growth of students, including self-direction
and self-motivation (Bandura, 1988). Self-regulatory practices such as short-term goal setting
can be beneficial to student achievement (Bandura, 1988). In addition, prior student experiences
greatly influence their development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The actions and beliefs of others
also impact the students’ achievement since guidance from external sources can determine
student motivation (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).
Teacher feedback and investment from parents are critical to improving student
achievement by keeping students engaged during the learning journey (Ross, 2016). Motivation
serves as a central component to student performance and development (Anderson et al., 2018).
The perception individuals have toward their capabilities (Bandura, 1988) and the ability to
enhance their skills (Muenks et al., 2018) are determining factors for their future success.
Finally, students who feel a sense of belonging are more engaged and motivated to learn (Chiu et
al., 2016).
Student Engagement. Educational leaders can motivate students by creating a vision for
what can be achieved through hard work and persistence when faced with challenges throughout
the educational process. For students to be successful from one stage of their life to the next, they
should be given direction as early as possible to keep them engaged and to develop the concept
of being lifelong learners (Peetsma & Van der Veen, 2015). As stated by Wilkins and Bost
(2016), “School completion interventions must include multiple components, with efforts to
increase student engagement at their core” (p. 267). Students should feel a sense of support from
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not only educators but also parents in the beginning phase of their freshman year to increase
student engagement.
Teachers play an active role in keeping students engaged during the academic day;
however, parental involvement has dropped over the past few decades (Ross, 2016). In one
study, researchers revealed that parents continued to become less involved in their student’s
educational experience once students entered high school (Mac Iver et al., 2015). Parental
involvement at the secondary level is sometimes limited because there is a lack of clarity of how
they can be engaged in the school system and assist with intervention practices (Mac Iver et al.,
2018). Some parents choose not to be involved in the learning process at the high school level
because they believe their children should be able to self-regulate their academic progress;
however, most high school students, especially during their freshman year, do not have the
discipline to be autonomous (Mac Iver et al., 2015). Therefore, guidance and early intervention
methods are vital to increasing motivation for students to improve academic achievement and
offset the trend of dropping out of high school while at the same time providing hope (Fifolt &
Morgan, 2019).
Motivation. Students’ academic success is connected to their motivation to learn and
grow as a student (Nikou & Economides, 2018). However, a student’s motivation to become a
lifelong learner and succeed academically can be impacted by various stressors such as balancing
school life, fear of failure, and school relationships (Veyis et al., 2019). Overcoming the
academic stressors of high school takes motivation from students as they pursue their educational
goals (Veyis et al., 2019). Motivation is an important factor for avoiding poor performance and
school burnout. Veyis et al. (2019) acknowledged, “the negative impact of students’ stress on
their academic motivations can be shaped by the experience of school burnout, and it is
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considered that school burnout may lead to further decrease in motivation among students
experiencing stress” (Veyis et al., 2019, p. 47).
School leaders and faculty members are encountering more challenges than before
concerning student motivation and keeping students engaged throughout the learning process
(Anderson et al., 2018). High school staff typically struggle to maintain student motivation
because students tend to become more disconnected from school as they get older. School
environments have proven to be a major aspect of students’ motivation toward learning
(Anderson et al., 2018). Creating an environment where students are actively engaged and
motivated is critical as students transition from one campus to the next such as junior high to
high school (Scales et al., 2020). An important aspect of a campus’ environment is meaningful
relationships with not only peers but also teachers (Scales et al., 2020).
A student’s motivation to develop as a learner can be driven by their self-concept, which
is easily influenced by the student-teacher relationship within the classroom (Lawrence &
Vimala, 2013). Actions such as welcoming students when they arrive to class and
acknowledging their effort can have a lasting impact on a student’s motivation and approach to
learning (Anderson et al., 2018). Students are willing to learn from individuals with whom they
respect and have a good rapport. Student motivation and performance increases when teachers
establish sincere relationships and provide consistent encouragement (Yu & Singh, 2018).
Instructional strategies that educators use are another determining factor of student
motivation (Yu & Singh, 2018). Students are more motivated to learn when teachers are
organized, passionate, creative, and believe in their own abilities as educators (Engin, 2020). The
motivation to learn is a continual process that occurs internally and externally (Rafiola et al.,
2020), which can be guided by the experience students have on their school campus. Motivation
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is driven by students’ expectations during their educational journey and the interactions they
have with school staff along the way (Fan & Wolters, 2014). Educational leaders and teachers
have a significant impact on the motivation and self-efficacy of students (Scales et al., 2020).
Self-Efficacy. A key component to being successful in high school is the belief in
oneself. Effective interventions and the enthusiasm of educators are instrumental toward
impacting achievement and fostering the self-efficacy of students (Mahler et al., 2018). Selfefficacy is closely linked to the hope of high school students, which often serves as a key
indicator of their academic performance (Atik & Atik, 2017). Students are more likely to develop
a belief in their abilities when they are guided by educators toward mastering skills relevant for
their individual growth (Pugh & Tschannen-Moran, 2016).
High school students who display high levels of self-efficacy tend to perform better
academically and are less likely to experience anxiety and depression (Rocchino et al., 2017).
However, many students who have little to no belief in their abilities suffer from depression,
which influences their academic success and their overall social and emotional well-being (Tak
et al., 2017). Educational leaders must provide meaningful interventions to increase motivation,
hope, and self-efficacy among students to ensure they have every opportunity to achieve success
during high school and future endeavors (Patrick & Joshi, 2019). Purposeful feedback from past
performance and gaining an understanding that students can improve their abilities is imperative
to self-efficacy and their constant development (Pugh & Tschannen-Moran, 2016).
Growth Mindset. Educators should create a culture on their high school campus
expressing that students can improve academically simply by taking the right approach to
developing and learning. Strong relationships and providing meaningful feedback from educators
have proven to positively influence how students view themselves (Seaton, 2018). Educators can
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improve the mindset of students by applying practices such as risk-taking and a learn-by-doing
mentality into the classroom (Zurawski & Mancini, 2016). Opportunities for educator
professional development focused on the malleability of intelligence are increasing, causing a
definitively unfinished approach to education (Clark & Sousa, 2018). How students perceive
themselves is malleable and can change over time simply by speaking words of encouragement
and remaining patient throughout the learning process (Seaton, 2018). Implementing
interventions that address how students believe in their own abilities has improved students’
academic achievement by increasing performance indicators such as GPA (Corradi et al., 2019).
Mindset intervention and research concentrated on motivation have been the focus for
researchers such as Carol Dweck since the latter part of the 20th century. Dweck (2016)
identified two types of mindset that individuals display throughout their lives: growth and fixed.
People who maintain a growth mindset approach believe that abilities and skills can be improved
over time through determination or grit, whereas individuals with a fixed mindset approach
believe that everyone is born with a set of skills that cannot be changed or developed, no matter
how hard one tries to improve his or her abilities (Li & Bates, 2019). These two approaches
toward the development of an individual’s abilities remain a central topic of discussion for
educators regarding the students they teach (Patrick & Joshi, 2019).
One major concern for educators is that data indicated more students are losing hope for
the future because they tend to have a fixed mindset regarding their potential (King, 2017).
Educational leaders must seek techniques to inspire students to be their best through positive talk
and thoughts. According to Dweck (2016), “For your growth mindset to bear fruit, you need to
keep setting goals” (p. 262). Educational leaders must be instrumental in helping students grow
through intentional goal setting and motivational practices.

35
Evidence showed that two important aspects of growth mindset, grit and motivation, were
directly linked to student success (Muenks et al., 2018). Student beliefs and attitudes toward
learning improve due to adjusting growth mindset strategies focused on putting forth effort in the
classroom and feeling connected to others throughout school systems (Yeager et al., 2016). A
growth mindset from faculty members serves as motivation for students to become involved with
educational pathways and achievement of goals (Fuesting et al., 2019). Interestingly enough,
most educators tend to display a growth mindset as opposed to a fixed mindset, especially in the
area of student assessment (DeLuca et al., 2019). Educational leaders must find ways to
implement effective interventions in their teaching practices that promote growth mindset and
self-efficacy for students as they transition from junior high to high school to improve student
success and overall well-being.
Student Belonging. A sense of belonging and academic performance are key indicators
regarding the success of students, especially during their transition year to a new school
environment (Davis et al., 2019). Consequently, students must have a sense of belonging if they
are going to reach their full potential (Ma, 2003). Students are more likely to experience
academic failure and even drop out of school when they do not experience a connection to their
academic environment (Ma, 2003). A students’ sense of belonging, as defined by Johnson et al.
(2020), is a “students’ perceived social support [in school], a feeling or sensation of
connectedness, the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted, respected, valued
by, and important to the group” (p. 2).
Feeling cared about and being a part of the group is one of the most basic needs that
directs an individual’s behavior (Won et al., 2018). Students feel a sense of belonging and are
more motivated to give effort when they know that school faculty care about them as a whole

36
(Jacobi, 2018). Won et al. (2018) mentioned, “The need for relatedness to parents, teachers,
peers, and others is thought to play a pivotal role in students’ motivation and performance in
learning contexts” (p. 403). Educators can assist students with maintaining a sense of belonging
by aligning students’ developmental needs with intentional interventions and meaningful schoolbased experiences (Ellerbrock et al., 2014). Students who have a deeper connection with their
school and its members tend to perform better academically, are internally motivated, and
display a positive attitude toward their school (Chiu et al., 2016).
There is a need for adolescents to have a sense of belonging in settings where they spend
a significant amount of their time (Wallace et al., 2012). Therefore, school systems and teachers
can have a lasting impact on how young people perceive their sense of belonging and purpose
while at school (Wallace et al., 2012). Students who have a connection with the adults on
campus early in their academic experience are less likely to become at-risk students as they
advance throughout their educational journey (Tillery et al., 2013). Educational relationships
developed between students and teachers can serve as a catalyst toward a sense of belonging and
motivation for future high school student success (Tillery et al., 2013).
Teachers connect with students when they use teaching practices linked to their students’
lives and experiences (Wallace et al., 2012). Students are more likely to set future academic
goals and display positive behavior in the classroom when educators create an atmosphere where
students feel accepted and valued (Ellerbrock et al., 2014). Educators must foster a level of trust
with their students prior to students feeling a sense of belonging within the group (Won et al.,
2018). Educators who take the time to get to know students through active listening and
providing insightful feedback are more prone to creating a sense of belonging for everyone
(Johnson et al., 2020).
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Student Achievement and Academic Concerns
Students’ academic achievement and personal development are the main priority for
school systems (Corcoran, 2017). However, increasing students’ success can be a difficult task
for all stakeholders, especially when students question their abilities once they encounter
academic setbacks (Binning et al., 2019). Constant distractions and stressors are causing students
to fall behind academically, resulting in student failure and eventual dropout (Daily et al., 2020).
Students can experience pressure to perform academically when they enter high school because
their grades are part of their final records (McKee & Caldarella, 2016).
Teachers and administrators are central stakeholders in implementing strategies for
improving student achievement and working through academic setbacks (Ruiz et al., 2018).
Students can be more successful when quality relationships and a nurturing environment are in
place (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). An atmosphere that promotes risk-taking and teaches students that
they can improve their skills should assist students when faced with setbacks (Bandura, 1988).
Stakeholders must continue to focus on students’ academic achievement during the early phases
of their educational career so that students meet established academic standards and reach their
full potential (Roybal et al., 2014).
Academic Achievement. Educational leaders have been tasked by federal and state
policies that are focused on improving the academic achievement of all students for the past few
decades (Corcoran, 2017). Academic achievement can be defined as acquiring essential
knowledge and skills through academic coursework to meet the proficiency standards and
educational goals to advance from one grade level to the next (Rouse et al., 2020). School
principals serve a significant role in making decisions that directly or indirectly influence
students’ learning on their campus (Corcoran, 2017). School leaders who can create a positive
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campus culture are able to maintain a higher standard of student achievement (Dicke et al.,
2020). However, various factors affect the achievement of students besides school
administrators, including relationships between teachers, students, and parents (Atik & Özer,
2020). Therefore, it is vital for educational leaders to create an environment that welcomes
collaboration toward implementing interventions and supports that improve the academic growth
of all students on campus (Ruiz et al., 2018).
Teachers are central figures in students’ academic achievement (Moller et al., 2014).
Providing highly qualified teachers who have a passion for educating students is one of the first
steps toward improving the academic success of students (Looney, 2011). As stated by Jimerson
and Haddock (2015), “A succession of high-quality teachers powerfully contributes to
establishing a student on a positive academic growth trajectory” (p. 488). Student achievement
also increases when teachers are enthusiastic and engaged during the instructional and learning
process (Jungert et al., 2020). The achievement of students increases as they become connected
to their teacher, and a learning relationship is developed (Vidourek et al., 2012).
Students must be active participants throughout the learning process if they are going to
succeed academically (O’Neill, 2010). Students are best supported toward reaching higher levels
of academic achievement when they can take ownership of their learning and are provided true
guidance from educators (Chan et al., 2014). Learning, social, and performance goals designed to
increase academic growth must be a priority (Regueiro et al., 2018). Student involvement, selfconcept, and commitment are also determining factors of their academic success (Keller et al.,
2020). A sense of belonging from the student’s perspective has been linked to improved
academic success (Williams et al., 2020). Therefore, it is important to connect with students
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through consistent communication if educational stakeholders desire to see improved academic
performance (Chan et al., 2014).
Parents have been empowered through government policies to become more involved
with the decisions made to improve their students’ academic achievement (Stefanski et al.,
2016). Student achievement is significantly impacted by the amount of engagement parents have
with the daily educational aspects of their children (Ðurišic & Bunijevac, 2017). Parental factors
that influence students’ academic achievement include parenting, communicating, volunteering,
learning reinforcement at home, decision-making, and interaction with community stakeholders
(Ðurišic & Bunijevac, 2017). Parents are central figures in Bronfenbrenner’s EST mesosystem
that involves the interaction between the school and home environments. Relationships between
school faculty, students, and families are vital for the approach students take toward pursuing
academic achievement standards, the belief in their own abilities, and how they handle academic
setbacks (Daily et al., 2019).
Academic Setback. Students can face multiple setbacks as they enter high school, and
their response to these challenges will determine future success (Hoffmann et al., 2016). A sense
of self-awareness and reflection are critical to students learning from past failures (Binning et al.,
2019). Students who stay actively engaged during the learning process, especially when they
experience setbacks, are more likely to develop the necessary skills to improve performance
(Vollet & Kindermann, 2020). Academic achievement and pursuing an education have been
linked to improved health and an individual’s perspective about life (Daily et al., 2020).
Therefore, being able to adjust when failing or experiencing setbacks is imperative to the
development of high school students. The overall learning process is a challenge that can lead to
increased student stress (Colmar et al., 2019). Students often struggle when faced with academic
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challenges and setbacks, which can determine their future achievement (Colmar et al., 2019).
Students who are not equipped to handle setbacks can suffer social-emotional issues and begin to
lose hope to continue their educational aspirations (Collie et al., 2015).
Schools have become instrumental when addressing academic setbacks, particularly
when it comes to achievement and emotional concerns (Daily et al., 2020). Approximately onefifth of students in the United States experience stress that leads to either anxiety or depression
(Puolakanaho et al., 2019). A portion of this stress can be attributed to the challenges they face in
school (Daily et al., 2020). Future outcomes and performance can be influenced by the response
students have toward their academic failure (Collie et al., 2015). Numerous problems can
continue to occur if students feel as though they do not have control over their actions to improve
their achievement (Collie et al., 2015).
The way a student interprets failed experiences is critical to minimizing future setbacks
and obtaining academic goals (Binning et al., 2019). Helping students take an approach of failing
forward, meaning to learn from one’s mistake (Abrams, 2017), is vital for their growth,
specifically as they transition to a new campus or grade level. School systems that do not provide
interventions to students as they advance from one grade level to the next contribute to student
beliefs that negatively impact their long-term success (Binning et al., 2019). Therefore, high
school staff should continue to be an influential resource in providing students with the necessary
skills to respond to academic setbacks in a positive manner.
Academic Buoyancy. High school students experience various challenges and stress that
lead to academic setbacks (Putwain et al., 2015). The ability to respond to academic setbacks,
also known as academic buoyancy, is essential to the development of students (Putwain et al.,
2020). Educators can assist students with handling these setbacks by creating an environment
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that fosters the 5Cs: confidence, coordination, commitment, control, and composure (Martin et
al., 2010). These motivational predictors have proven effective for improving the academic
achievement of high school students by increasing their academic buoyancy (Martin et al., 2010).
Confidence in school, also known as academic self-efficacy, is a major factor for student
achievement (Cheema & Kitsantas, 2016). Teachers can foster this skill for students through
control and elaboration teaching strategies (Cheema & Kitsantas, 2016). Student achievement
improves when they are taught how to plan effectively, or coordinate, performance tasks (Martin
et al., 2010). High school students benefit from the development of soft skills taught by teachers,
such as time management planning, organization of assignments, and regular participation
(Keyes, 2019). Commitment, sometimes referred to as persistence, is an indicator of student
achievement (Buzzetto-Hollywood & Mitchell, 2019). Teachers can improve students’
commitment by creating a classroom culture that values mastery of concepts, progress toward
standards achievement, and a lifelong learner approach to education (Park et al., 2018). Students
will adopt the beliefs of commitment and effort when teachers reinforce the importance of
consistent hard work and provide a level of student control in the learning process (Park et al.,
2018).
Student achievement increases when they better understand what they can and cannot
control (Putwain & Pescod, 2018). Educators who teach students proper study skills, test-taking
strategies, and organizational techniques increase a student’s sense of control (Martin et al.,
2010). Promoting a sense of risk-taking is also imperative for students to develop academic
buoyancy (Martin & Marsh, 2020). Students who feel a lack of control are less likely to take
risks and often display negative emotions (Martin & Marsh, 2020). The ability to recognize
potential challenges that can lead to student anxiety, or composure, is key to students’ academic

42
performance (Collie et al., 2015). Examining protective aspects such as peer support or teacher
guidance has proven to be a beneficial intervention to overcoming setbacks for students who
struggle with control and composure issues (Collie et al., 2015). Anxiety also decreases when
students have a better understanding of how to receive constructive feedback from their teachers
(Martin et al., 2010).
Open dialogue and positive feedback from teachers provide the necessary skills for
students to feel competent when faced with challenges, leading to improved performance on
class activities and examinations (Putwain et al., 2015). Educators can help students deal with
academic setbacks by creating an environment where feedback is the norm and promoting an
increased level of control for students (ahmed Shafi et al., 2018). Students who participate in a
feedback loop learn how to be more responsible for their part of the learning process (ahmed
Shafi et al., 2018). Classroom practices involving the 5Cs (Martin et al., 2010) and encourage
opportunities to develop the skill of receiving and providing meaningful feedback assists
students in adjusting to academic challenges (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Students are more
motivated and respond to academic stressors when there are established classroom norms and
routines (Jacobi, 2018).
Improving Student Achievement by Increasing Motivation
Students face various academic stressors, especially when entering high school, that can
hinder their achievement. High school students are provided more choices and opportunities,
which can create more pressure and a sense of panic for them. Transitioning from junior high to
high school is one of the most difficult periods for students during their academic careers
(Ellerbrock et al., 2015). A student’s academic record becomes permanent, credits are earned to
meet graduation requirements, GPA calculations throughout the next four years begin, and
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students are exposed to various extracurricular opportunities once they enter high school. In
addition, students entering their freshman year of high school face challenges, such as enrollment
in more intense courses and the need to develop new relationships with both peers and educators
(Yeager et al., 2016). Benner et al. (2017) revealed that as students advance from junior high to
high school, their grades often drop, school engagement and the desire to learn decrease because
of potential distractions, while feelings of seclusion and anxiety rise due to students feeling
overwhelmed.
Student performance during their freshman year serves as a key indicator of future
success in the classroom and beyond high school graduation (McKee & Caldarella, 2016).
Roybal et al. (2014) acknowledged that 81% of freshmen who were identified as successful by
earning five credits at the end of their first year of high school graduated within four years,
whereas only 22% graduated in four years if they did not have five academic credits by the end
of their ninth-grade year. Increasing motivation is critical since more students are dropping out
of school prior to their sophomore year due to the fact that student retention occurs most often at
the freshman level (Thayer et al., 2018). Many schools across the United States are facing high
dropout rates, especially in low socioeconomic areas (Kamrath, 2019). High school dropouts
have a higher rate of unemployment, increased health issues, and a greater chance of being
incarcerated (McKee & Caldarella, 2016); therefore, educational leaders must seek methods to
consistently motivate students early in their high school experience to assist them with being
successful during this critical time in their educational journey (Dever, 2016).
Student motivation decreases as they progress to secondary education, which is a key
contributor to student dropout (Öqvist & Malmström, 2018). Educators must have an
understanding of what students value and need if they are going to make progress toward
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motivating them in the classroom (Kulakow & Raufelder, 2020). Educational motivation is
imperative because it is a predictor of a student’s success and influences many of their lifelong
decisions (Öqvist & Malmström, 2018). The development of intrinsic motivation, as opposed to
extrinsic, has proven more effective for consistent student achievement (Xie et al., 2020).
Teachers who take a student-centered approach to instruction are more successful in motivating
their students intrinsically (Kulakow & Raufelder, 2020). Student-centered classrooms focus on
equity, achievement, and a sense of belonging (Bowman, 2007). Daily practices such as
communicating positive expectations and recognizing student effort lead to intrinsic motivation
for students (Bowman, 2007). Effective feedback from both the teacher and peer groups
motivates students to reach their full potential (Jacobi, 2018). Motivation is also linked to a sense
of belonging and knowing that faculty care about the students as a whole (Jacobi, 2018).
Educators must motivate students by understanding their interests, assessing their needs, and
instilling a sense of pride throughout the learning process (Kulakow & Raufelder, 2020).
Teachers who display high leadership skills have the greatest impact on student motivation
(Öqvist & Malmström, 2018). Students are also motivated when they recognize that their
teachers take a lifelong learner approach to education (Öqvist & Malmström, 2018).
Activity-Based Learning. High-quality teachers are essential for improving the
academic achievement of students (Öqvist & Malmström, 2018); therefore, they must utilize
strategies for motivating and maintaining the interest of students (Xie et al., 2020). Activitybased learning (ABL), a student-centered approach to teaching, is an effective strategy that
educators can use to keep students engaged throughout the learning process (Kiran, 2020).
Activity-based learning allows students to take ownership of the learning journey instead of
serving as passive listeners (Anwer, 2019). Activity-based learning creates an environment for
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students to be creative, improve communication, and develop analytical skills (Kiran, 2020).
Activity-based learning allows students to collaborate and grow from peers by sharing personal
experiences and knowledge (Anwer, 2019). Collaborative activities that encourage students to
share their perspectives of the learning process are essential to motivating students in the
classroom (Jacobi, 2018). Students must also feel that the content presented to them is relevant to
their growth if they are expected to stay motivated (Jacobi, 2018).
Teachers who create an environment promoting autonomy, concept mastery, and subject
relevancy have a high success rate toward motivating students (Bowman, 2011). Educators can
create a sense of autonomy for students by offering practices such as flexible learning
opportunities, explaining the purpose of learning tasks, offering choices, and supporting students
as they express frustrations during learning activities (Jacobi, 2018). Teachers are most effective
in motivating students when they create situations where students utilize their personal skills to
overcome individual and team challenges (Bowman, 2011). Educators are able to keep students
motivated when they intentionally match performance tasks with the ability of students to
complete the activity (Bowman, 2011). An awareness of a student’s ability level (Bowman,
2011) and regular feedback (Schunk & DiBenedetto, 2020) are imperative if teachers are going
to keep them motivated to succeed.
High School Drop Out
Students can lose their focus and drive for education when presented with challenging
situations during their academic journey. The challenges they experience early in high school, if
not addressed, can have a lasting impact on their future opportunities. The skills and educational
experiences that a student obtains by the age of 15 influence the probability of them dropping out
of high school (Foley et al., 2014). Students who experience consistent failure in school due to
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struggling to maintain achievement expectations are more likely to become dropouts (Wilkins &
Bost, 2016). A significant portion of high school dropouts chose to leave school even though
they did not have a negative academic record (Dupéré et al., 2018). As identified by Cullen et al.
(2013), dropping out of school is an “economic death sentence” because these individuals often
have limited job opportunities and acquire lower wages since they did not earn a high school
diploma (p. 134). In addition, grade retention due to low academic achievement serves as an
indicator for potential student dropout and future societal problems (Wood et al., 2017).
Family dynamics are a predictor of dropout among average-achieving students (Foley et
al., 2014). Forgotten middle students who have parents that value education complete high
school more often than those whose parents do not stress the importance of education (Foley et
al., 2014). Life events leading to stress and eventually anxiety are critical factors for averageachieving students dropping out of high school (Dupéré et al., 2018). The majority of stressful
events that contribute to their dropout decision involve issues with family members and peers
(Dupéré et al., 2018). Relationships with teachers, parents, and peers are vital toward supporting
forgotten middle students who experience severe stress so that they do not make quick decisions
that could negatively impact their future (Dupéré et al., 2018).
Forgotten middle students often struggle during their first year of high school because the
high school environment is larger and disjointed in comparison to the junior high in which they
previously attended (Cohen & Smerdon, 2009). Some of these students are unable to effectively
adapt to the high school environment, which leads to a lack of commitment and engagement
(Cohen & Smerdon, 2009). Early interventions have proven effective toward addressing the
dropout probability of the “quiet group” or forgotten middle dropouts (Lee-St. John et al., 2018,
p. 11). Data from a 2006 study showed that 88% of high school dropouts across the United States

47
had passing grades, with over 60% having a grade of “C” or better, prior to their decision to
leave school (Bridgeland et al., 2006). These forgotten middle students who dropped out of
school acknowledged the importance of obtaining an education but lost interest in school and
lacked structure outside of school (Bridgeland et al., 2006). Therefore, implementing effective
interventions is critical to guiding students toward desired academic outcomes, especially when
they enter high school because their freshman year is an instrumental phase for projected success
at the secondary level (Roybal et al., 2014).
Intervention Practices
Intentionally designed intervention practices have proven to meet the needs of students
(Burns et al., 2015). Applying intervention strategies early for incoming ninth-grade students is
imperative to their academic achievement (Somers et al., 2016). Administrators should utilize
input from various educational community members when implementing interventions (Sweeney
& Mausbach, 2019). Clear roles and expectations for school stakeholders must be established for
interventions to be effective (Sweeney & Mausbach, 2019). School-based interventions linked to
Bronfenbrenner’s EST that gain insight from students, teachers, parents, and educational leaders
regarding stakeholder relationships and school climate have been successful (Burns et al., 2015).
Parental involvement and reinforcement from the home environment are critical to the
success of implemented interventions (Blandin, 2017). Parents can assist with student success
when they are active members of academic goal setting and are connected to school activities
(Blandin, 2017). Teachers are an important resource for involving parents when applying
intervention techniques designed to increase student achievement (Corcoran, 2017). Consistent
follow-through from teachers and administrators is critical to the success of intervention
practices (Heppen et al., 2018).
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Goal Setting. Setting challenging yet realistic goals is critical to the growth and
performance of high school students (Schippers et al., 2020). Educators need to guide students
toward setting goals to establish an environment that pushes them to achieve more than what
they could imagine. Burns et al. (2019) provided evidence that when implemented at an early
stage in a student’s academic career, personal best goal-setting interventions have significantly
contributed to student engagement and motivation. Educational leaders must explain to students
the importance of setting short-term goals that are both attainable and challenging to assist them
in becoming lifelong learners (Alessandri et al., 2020). Burns et al. (2019) showed that students
who were guided to approach their academic challenges by giving their personal best through
goal-setting interventions were more engaged and less likely to drop out. Student performance
shows improvement through behavioral and personal best goal-setting interventions, and
achievement is greatly influenced by how students think and believe in their abilities (Black &
Allen, 2017).
Students who take the time to reflect on personal growth goals enhance their self-efficacy
and establish goals that will challenge them in the future (Travers et al., 2015). Goals should be
specific for growth to occur for students (Travers et al., 2015). There is a benefit to student
performance when they establish a goal in a one-on-one setting with a mentor (van Lent &
Souverijn, 2020). Educators have increased student success by helping students set goals that are
specific, measurable, attainable, realistic, and timely (SMART; Estrapala & Reed, 2020).
Mentors who can motivate their students to intentionally set and work toward their identified
goals prove to have a greater influence on the academic achievement of their students (van Lent
& Souverijn, 2020).
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Identification of and a plan for reaching personal goals has been connected to improved
student performance (Schippers et al., 2020). Goal setting is not a one-time event that leads to
student growth (Schippers et al., 2020). Constant dialogue where students receive feedback from
educators is needed to obtain their goals (Roy & Saha, 2019). Goal revision is a part of the
process that students and educators must take to effectively reach the goal in which students set
for themselves (Roy & Saha, 2019). The initial process of setting a personal goal is important for
increased student performance; however, the connection made between educators and students
through follow-up meetings leads to future goal setting that can assist students in being
successful in all areas of life (Schippers et al., 2020).
Check and Connect. Students have a desire to be connected with high school staff
members (Brake, 2020). Educators are vital to how students adapt and perceive school
interactions when entering high school (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2011). Engaging students
throughout the learning process is a vital factor in their overall growth and future success (Tsai &
Kern, 2019). Positive connections between teachers and their students have led to improved
academic performance and the emotional well-being of students in their class (Tillery et al.,
2013). Mentoring by educators creates a sense of belonging for students and leads to improved
performance (Kern et al., 2019). Student engagement is impacted by their perception of how
much their teachers care about fostering relationships (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2011). The
ability for educators to connect and mentor students has proven to improve the achievement of
students through active engagement (Tsai & Kern, 2019). Academic and psychological distress is
decreased as students connect with teachers (Tillery et al., 2013). The connections made between
teachers and their students have shown improved self-awareness and the intrinsic value of
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students (Brake, 2020). Teachers must provide needed supports and express an interest in the
lives of students if a true connection is to be made in the classroom (Ransom, 2020).
Factors including school size, composition, and scheduling influence student-teacher
connection in the classroom (Van Maele & Van Houtte, 2011). Practices such as small learning
communities (SLC) and freshman academies have been introduced on campuses across the
United States to create a better connection among staff and students (Tillery et al., 2013). These
types of interventions allow for smaller environments in which educators and their students can
provide feedback to one another so that academic and emotional concerns can be addressed
(Tillery et al., 2013). Small learning communities and freshman academies have led to increased
student engagement, motivation, and achievement (Tillery et al., 2013). Positive connections that
occur between educators and young adults lead to student responsibility, motivation, and
determination (Tillery et al., 2013).
An effective program for educators in developing relationships with students is called
Check and Connect. Anderson et al. (2004) noted that “Check & Connect is an intervention
model designed to promote student engagement with school through relationship building,
problem-solving, and persistence” (p. 97). Although Check and Connect is an intervention
designed to help at-risk students who are identified as potential dropouts, the mentoring
strategies used by educators have shown promise of being effective for all students (Heppen et
al., 2018). Check and Connect has been linked to improved grades for students and can alleviate
behavioral issues along the way (Maynard et al., 2014).
The length of time spent mentoring students, 11 months a year, is one of the most
significant aspects of this intervention (Heppen et al., 2018). The program’s design allows for
positive outcomes concerning student achievement (Goulet et al., 2018). Check and Connect
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involves an educator who serves as a mentor, frequent monitoring of student behavior and
attitudes, interventions designed to fit the individual student, and consistent dialogue with
parents (Goulet et al., 2018). One of the factors that determine the success of the intervention is
identifying at least one adult who is consistently present for the student throughout the mentoring
process (Alvarez & Anderson-Ketchmark, 2010).
The relationships developed during the Check and Connect intervention assist students as
they progress through school and provide direction as they make plans for their future (Alvarez
& Anderson-Ketchmark, 2010). It is important for students to be properly matched with
educators at the start of the intervention to ensure growth and development occurs for the student
(Kern et al., 2019). Effective matching influences the commitment and enthusiasm of both the
teacher and student throughout the growth process (Aldrup et al., 2018). Mentors are most
effective when they gain students’ trust and are truly concerned about the achievement of the
student whom they are mentoring (Anderson et al., 2004).
The ability to build trust is a major factor for students to connect with their teachers at the
high school level (Brake, 2020). Developing trust between educators and students establishes an
environment that encourages students to attend school and provides an intentional effort for
reaching high academic standards (Brake, 2020). Increased trust between educators and students
leads to open communication that will increase student interest and persistence in school
(Archambault et al., 2017). The connections that teachers make with students during the early
phases of a high school freshman’s first semester are vital to their success and emotional wellbeing (Brake, 2020).
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Chapter Summary
In conclusion, research-based interventions implemented by educational leaders are
critical if there is any hope of positively influencing the achievement of “forgotten middle”
ninth-grade students as they progress with their educational endeavors. Student performance can
be influenced by setting realistic and specific short-term goals (Alessandri et al., 2020). In
addition, individuals who present a growth mindset tend to be more flexible, have higher
expectations, and view setbacks as an opportunity to learn, which can have a significant impact
on their academic achievement (Clark & Sousa, 2018).
Educational leaders should look to be proactive as students transition from junior high to
high school if they truly desire to address achievement concerns by implementing effective
interventions on their campus. The academic success of high school “forgotten middle” students
should be of key concern because these students are not always the point of focus of educational
leaders since they are not the high achievers and do not require intense interventions like at-risk
students (Haynes et al., 1988). Environments created by faculty members and parents must be a
priority in the development process of students for true academic success to occur (An &
Meaney, 2015).
If further research is not conducted to gain a better understanding of effective
intervention practices during the early stages of a student’s ninth-grade year, achievement rates
could decline, and dropout percentages will continue to increase. Establishing research-based
interventions for “forgotten middle” students early in their high school experience will provide
them the opportunity to set meaningful goals, instill motivation, and create a belief of hope for
their life, which will positively influence their academic achievement. This qualitative study’s
methodology and research design provided detailed perspectives from administrative leaders

53
concerning interventions utilized to improve forgotten middle student achievement. The data
gathered and analyzed from this study proved beneficial for understanding the significance of
stakeholder relationships as interventions are implemented and the impact they have on student
success.
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Chapter 3: Research Method
High school administrators have focused on the academic achievement of students for
years (Uretsky & Henneberger, 2020). Grades, standardized test scores, advancement in grade
level, and academic credits for earning a high school diploma remain key indicators of student
performance (Uretsky & Henneberger, 2020). Over one-fifth of entering freshmen fail to meet
graduation requirements within their first four years of high school (Vera et al., 2016). Students,
known as the “forgotten middle,” or average achievers, comprise a high amount of high school
dropouts (West et al., 2019).
The forgotten middle possesses the ability and skills to be successful in school, yet
necessary interventions and supports appear to be limited. These students tend to leave school
due to a lack of motivation, a lost sense of hope, classroom disengagement, and a disconnection
from the school. Forgotten middle students experience new challenges, as do all students who
enter high school; however, they do not benefit from special programs or overly involved
parents. A lack of intentionally designed interventions and parental involvement can lead to these
average-achieving students not reaching their full potential. Therefore, the following question
has merit to review: what decisions are campus administrators making toward identifying and
implementing effective interventions that will improve the academic achievement of so many
freshman students who fall in the middle?
Ninth-grade academic achievement is a key indicator for projecting a student’s final high
school GPA and their potential to meet graduation requirements (Flannery et al., 2020; Hickman
et al., 2017). Therefore, it is critical for high school administrators to identify and apply
intervention practices that improve the performance of the forgotten middle as they enter high
school. Educational leaders must actively involve teachers and parents in the decision-making
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process for assisting student development if true change is going to take place (Bronfenbrenner,
1979). If educators are not proactive toward involving stakeholders and implementing needed
interventions, the academic setbacks of students and eventual dropout will increase (McKee &
Caldarella, 2016). The purpose of this qualitative grounded theory study was to explore designed
interventions implemented by high school administrators from two unified school districts in
California that focus on the academic performance of middle-achieving students during their
ninth-grade year. The research sought to address the influence designed interventions and the
importance that the relationships from all stakeholders of the school community have on
forgotten middle student performance.
The remaining sections of this methodology chapter identified a detailed research design
that includes the population, study sample, materials and instruments used, the data collection
and analysis process, my role, ethical considerations, and trustworthiness standards. I
acknowledged the basic assumptions and limitations and provided a summary of the
methodology process. I sought to address three primary questions throughout this qualitative
grounded research study.
Research Questions
RQ1. Why should interventions be implemented to motivate forgotten middle students to
succeed academically as they transition into their freshman year of high school?
RQ2. How do administrators perceive the influence of strong relationships between
faculty members and ninth-grade forgotten middle students during the implementation of
intervention techniques?
RQ3. How do administrators perceive the influence of the home environment on the
success of interventions implemented for ninth-grade forgotten middle students?
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Research Design and Method
The research design for this process was a qualitative grounded theory study set to
explore the effectiveness of interventions used by administrators that are focused on the
academic achievement of students early in their ninth-grade year. This qualitative study was
beneficial because it contributed to gaining insight into improving aspects of educational systems
(Travers, 2001). A qualitative grounded theory research study allowed for an in-depth
exploration of curiosities concerning the social structures of a school system (Maher et al., 2018)
and how human activities impact the daily decisions made toward the improvement of an
educational environment (Travers, 2001). Relationships between stakeholders were examined to
understand better the influence school-home connections have on student performance
(Marvasti, 2004). Intentional discussion and reflection assisted in examining the complex issue
of providing effective interventions to improve the academic performance of forgotten middle
students as they transition to high school (Freebody, 2003).
The study centered around the grounded theory approach, where multiple sources and
techniques for gathering data occurred to ensure quality insight was provided (Maher et al.,
2018). Trustworthiness was established through a rigorous review of the perspectives given and
the coding process used to identify themes from the collected data (Maher et al., 2018). The
qualitative grounded theory study was based on the theoretical frameworks of Urie
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (EST) on student development and Albert Bandura’s
social cognitive theory (SCT) on student academic achievement. This aspect of the process was
critical since there is a link to theory and practices used to improve educational environments
(Freebody, 2003). Inquiry methods utilized during this study focused on “how” and “why”
questions to clearly understand the intervention practices of the participating school systems
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(Freebody, 2003; Yin, 2003). Qualitative research studies have contributed to a deeper
knowledge of individuals and organizations across numerous settings, including political science,
social work, and community groups (Yin, 2003), which is why this research design was
advantageous for this study.
Specifically, this study carried out a qualitative research design where administrators
provided an opportunity to participate in an online survey during phase one in which they
identified the importance of and their role in implementing interventions on their campus. Phase
two involved a select group of members from the previous phase who participated in individual
interviews that focused on interventions for high school freshmen. This approach was useful
since the online survey results gathered during phase one were utilized to direct questions for the
more informative phase two semistructured interview with selected administrators (Saldaña &
Omasta, 2017). Participants had the opportunity to rate the importance of interventions for
improving student achievement and elaborate on their experiences concerning specific
interventions used on their campus. The value of this research style was proven through the
details gathered during each phase of the data collection process concerning intervention
practices used at the high school level (Locke et al., 2010). Finally, the techniques used in this
study provided meaningful insight into the identified problem and clearly defined the purpose for
the research study (Benz & Newman, 2008).
Population
Participants for this qualitative grounded theory study included high school principals,
assistant principals, and counselors from two unified school districts throughout southern
California. Participating school districts were from two separate counties in southern California
so that a deeper understanding of practices used for improving forgotten middle student
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performance could be gained. Administrators and counselors were selected from multiple sites
throughout the southern California region to provide varied experiences concerning the purpose,
types, and effectiveness of interventions used on a high school campus. The demographic
ethnicity breakdown for the two school districts included 63% White, 20% Hispanic, 12% Asian,
2% African American, and 3% two or more races.
One participating unified school district serves an average of 2,200 students on two
separate campuses. There are a total of two high school principals, 10 assistant principals, and 11
counselors across the two high school campuses. Schools within this district opened their doors
to serve the community during the 1960s and 1970s. The other school district participating in this
study had four comprehensive high schools that serve an average of 2,100 students on each
campus. The school district has a total of four high school principals, 16 assistant principals, and
25 counselors. One school opened its doors in the 1960s, two schools began in the 1970s, and
one school was founded in the 1980s. Student enrollment for each of these school districts has
declined due to charter, private, and virtual school opportunities for students in the region. In
addition, there is an older population in this area, and new families are not moving into the
district due to rising housing costs. Educational leaders from these school districts hope to
increase student enrollment by offering innovative programs and meeting the needs of all
students.
Study Sample
Purposive criterion sampling was used to gain the valued perspectives of high school
administrators concerning the interventions used to improve forgotten middle student
achievement as students enter high school. Sixty-eight high school educational leaders, which
included six principals, 26 assistant principals, and 36 counselors, were asked to participate in
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this qualitative study. Purposive sampling was used since the selected participants are connected
to the school and community, which allowed them to provide feedback regarding the identified
research questions (Saldaña & Omasta, 2017). Although accessing and scheduling interviews
with these educational leaders was challenging, the information that was gathered from these
experts in the field of high school education proved beneficial in improving best practices and
interventions for school systems concerning the performance of forgotten middle students
(Bakkalbasioglu, 2020).
Materials and Instruments
An online survey through SurveyMonkey™ served as the initial instrument used to gain
data from participants regarding their perspectives of interventions focused on improving the
academic achievement of forgotten middle students. Participants identified their level of
agreement to 10 survey questions (see Appendix A) focused on interventions and their effect on
the academic performance of forgotten middle students. Six administrators individually
participated in a 45-minute interview to provide more insight regarding interventions for
forgotten middle students. Administrators from my high school campus served as a pilot group
for answering the proposed semistructured interview questions. These administrators provided
meaningful feedback regarding the purpose and nature of each question.
Due to COVID-19 restrictions, interviews were conducted via video conference through
Zoom. All semistructured interviews were recorded through Zoom. Interviews were recorded to
allow for the accuracy of translating information as data was transcribed for analysis purposes. A
professional human transcriber transcribed each interview through Transcription Hub. Finally, a
computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software, MAXQDA, resource was used to code each
transcribed interview.
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Data Collection and Analysis Procedures
The directors of secondary education and assessment from each school district were
contacted by phone for approval to reach out to potential participants and to gather data for this
study. A follow-up email (see Appendix B) was sent to the directors of secondary education and
assessment to confirm approval. Potential participants were contacted individually through email
(see Appendix C) to explain the research study’s purpose and obtain their consent. For
documentation purposes, a written consent form (see Appendix D) was attached to the email for
the participant to sign. They were also provided my phone number to address any concerns that
they might have prior to their participation. I did not collect any data until Abilene Christian
University’s Institutional Review Board fully approved the study (see Appendix E). The
individual confidentiality of all subjects was maintained throughout the entirety of the study.
Initially, 68 participants were asked to participate in the first phase (online survey) of this
qualitative study research design. The first phase of the data collection process included a 5-point
Likert scale survey through SurveyMonkey™. Each administrator was asked to select (1)
strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3) neither agree nor disagree, (4) agree, or (5) strongly agree to
questions from the online survey. Every administrator who participated in the online survey was
required to identify their name, title, school campus, years of educational experience, and years
of administrative experience.
Data from phase one of this qualitative research design was analyzed through a
spreadsheet format offered by SurveyMonkey™. The data results from the online survey were
aggregated and analyzed based on each individual response to all questions presented in the
survey. Numerical results to the 10-question survey ranged from 10 to 50 based on the Likerttype responses. Survey participants were ranked from highest to lowest, which was determined
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by the numerical value of their responses to the survey. The sample field was set to be narrowed
to eight administrators based on the responses received from each administrator during the online
survey. Results indicated each participant’s perspective regarding the importance of
implementing interventions for ninth-grade forgotten middle students. The online survey also
specified whether participants served an active role on their campus to implement interventions
and if their campus identified effectively average-achieving freshman students who need support
to succeed academically.
Selecting Participants
Administrators who have valuable experience with early interventions and express the
importance of intervention practices to the academic achievement of forgotten middle students
were selected for a single qualitative semistructured interview to provide their perspective of
methods used on their campus. The participant with the highest numerical value was ranked first,
while the participant with the lowest numerical value was ranked last. The three counselors, three
assistant principals, and two principals who were ranked the highest were scheduled to
participate in a semistructured interview designed to gain more understanding of the influence
interventions have on the academic performance of forgotten middle freshman students as they
enter high school. Preference was given to administrators who had the most years of experience
if results from the online survey indicated a similar ranking between administrators.
Selected participants for the semistructured interviews were asked eight questions (see
Appendix F) concerning the importance of interventions for forgotten middle students and the
impact interventions have on their student’s academic performance. Open-ended questions
allowed the interview to be a fluid conversation. Participants were provided the details and
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protocols for the interview one week before the Zoom meeting to ensure they had time to reflect
and identify meaningful insight for the questions being discussed (Clark & Vealé, 2018).
Interviews
Each semistructured interview was recorded through individual Zoom meetings.
Recording allowed for accurate translation as data was transcribed for analysis. The interviews
were transcribed through Transcription Hub and analyzed using a computer-assisted qualitative
data analysis software, MAXQDA. Data analysis procedures were rigorous so that results were
trustworthy (Maher et al., 2018). The semistructured interviews were literally and interpretively
unpacked during the coding process (Parameswaran et al., 2020). Code categories related to the
research questions were created from data contained in the transcriptions (Belotto, 2018). This
structural approach to coding assisted in the identification of themes from each interview
(Belotto, 2018). Common terminology and phrases that were recognized in this process
confirmed a consistency of interventions used to improve average-achieving student performance
(Williams & Moser, 2019). Participants were identified by titles such as principal, assistant
principal, and counselor prior to sharing results to ensure confidentially was maintained and
potential biases were eliminated.
All principals, assistant principals, and counselors who participated in semistructured
interviews were asked to verify the findings from their individual interviews to ensure themes
and results accurately reflected their perspectives (Freeman et al., 2007). Participants were asked
to review the initial interview transcripts in addition to the final data analysis (Varpio et al.,
2017). Active member checking allowed for a thorough understanding of intervention strategies
that positively impact the academic success of ninth-grade forgotten middle students (Freeman et
al., 2007). Member checking provided participants the opportunity to reflect and review their
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role with intervention practices used on their campus (Naidu & Prose, 2018). Following through
with member checking procedures assured that the study was credible and was a reflection of the
social reality of all participants (Maher et al., 2018). Finally, data results from this study will
assist school systems toward understanding which interventions and educational practices best
serve ninth-grade forgotten middle students to succeed academically as they transition to high
school.
Analyzing Data
Traditional coding methods such as the use of paper, pen, and labels combined with the
digital technology of MAXQDA allowed for a thorough analysis of all qualitative data (Maher et
al., 2018). Transcripts were reviewed multiple times so that recurring themes for interventions
used to improve ninth-grade forgotten middle student achievement were identified accurately
(Clark & Vealé, 2018). I explored and sorted facts, as I found significant meaning of the
identified themes from each interview (Clark & Vealé, 2018). Additional viewing and listening
of each interview took place to confirm the transcriptions were precise, so the coding process
reflected the perspectives presented by each interview participant (Parameswaran et al., 2020).
Triangulation through the participants’ perspectives representing three administrative
roles, including principals, assistant principals, and counselors, added to the study’s validity and
eliminated bias (Denzin, 1970). The information gained from these three administrative groups
provided detailed insight into how Bronfenbrenner’s EST and Bandura’s SCT influence the
academic achievement of forgotten middle students (Denzin, 1970). This data collection
approach increased the scope and understanding of implemented interventions and allowed for
consistent interpretation of the results provided throughout the process (Tracy, 2010).
Triangulation involving multiple data sources created a realistic picture of what decisions
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campus administrators make toward identifying and implementing effective interventions to
improve the academic achievement of ninth-grade forgotten middle students (Varpio et al.,
2017).
Methods of Establishing Trustworthiness
Trustworthiness for this qualitative study was established through transparency to
readers, so the data collection and analysis procedures could easily be replicated (Pratt et al.,
2020). All data that was gathered and examined from this study involved a process that focused
on credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability of information. The credibility of
this study was acquired by triangulation strategies, member checking, and my connection to
education as a high school administrator (Shenton, 2004). Triangulation practices were utilized
as multiple perspectives were gained through the survey and interview procedures (Varpio et al.,
2017). High school principals, assistant principals, and counselors from six different campuses
were asked to participate in the data collection process.
The varied viewpoints from these participants provided a true understanding of the
interventions used to improve the academic achievement of forgotten middle students (Shenton,
2004). The professional expertise, life experience, and educational background of each
participant influenced their views, which were critical to the findings of this qualitative research
study (Varpio et al., 2017). Participants were asked to verify their responses, as a part of member
checking, once information was transcribed to avoid misinterpretations of the gathered data and
identified themes (Shenton, 2004).
Transferability occurred since readers were able to use the knowledge offered and the
results from the data collected for this methodological approach toward their own setting because
each step of the process was clearly explained (Maxwell, 2020). Information that was provided at
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the outset of the study included the regional location of school districts, the number of school
sites, the number of participants in the study, and the roles of participants (Shenton, 2004).
Readers were provided the exact questions that were asked through the SurveyMonkey™ online
survey and the questions and protocols used during the semistructured interviews. The number of
received surveys and recorded semistructured interviews was identified throughout the study,
along with the time in which the data collection occurred (Shenton, 2004).
Raw data from the SurveyMonkey™ surveys was presented so that dependability and
confirmability occurred. A former educator served as an outside auditor to review all collected
data so that potential bias from the investigator was limited (Self, 2019) and an accurate
reflection of data was conducted (Terrell, 2016). Detailed notes through transcription from the
semistructured interviews were also available to confirm the findings from the grounded theory
study. This practice allowed for an audit trail that confirmed all results for the conducted
qualitative research study (Shenton, 2004).
Researcher’s Role
I serve as an administrator in southern California and previously served as a high school
principal in Texas. I served in public education for over 16 years, and I understand the duties and
expectations for each participant involved in the data collection process. I have been an
administrator for the last five years of my professional career, which allowed me genuine insight
into the questioning strategies needed to gain participants’ perspectives for this research study
(Kornbluh, 2015). I was the primary source and researcher for gathering data throughout this
qualitative grounded theory study (Maher et al., 2018).
To ensure that results were not compromised due to a potential conflict of interest or bias,
administrators from my high school campus did not participate in data results for this qualitative
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research study. However, they did serve as a pilot group for answering the eight semistructured
interview questions. Data collection protocols were fluid, which allowed participants to act as
co-creators during the research process (Klenke, 2015). I adjusted questions and procedures as
needed when gathering the perspectives of all participants (Klenke, 2015). It was my
responsibility to provide accurate descriptions of all information gathered from the study’s
surveys and interviews (Klenke, 2015). I inspected the phenomenon of intervention strategies
used on various high school campuses across two unified school districts in California and
shared the lived experiences of each participant (Starcher et al., 2018).
Ethical Considerations
This qualitative grounded theory study received approval from Abilene Christian
University’s Institutional Review Board prior to data collection. I maintained the confidentiality
of each participant for this study. Participation in this study was voluntary, individual consent
was obtained, and each participant was informed of the expectations for their involvement prior
to the study. Potential participants were notified that there were not any negative consequences
for opting out of the study.
I was the only individual who received the direct results from each participant. Electronic
and paper files containing identifying information were stored in a way in which the public did
not have access. Published results did not identify the individual names or campuses of
participants. Only titles such as high school principal, assistant principal, and counselor were
used for published results. Participants were expected to answer questions through an online
survey. Individuals who were selected to participate in semistructured interviews were asked
questions focused on interventions for forgotten middle students and the impact interventions
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have on their student’s academic performance. Each participant was notified that they could
withdraw from the research study at any time.
Assumptions
One assumption was that administrators and counselors who participated in the research
study provided honest feedback concerning interventions aimed toward improving the academic
success of forgotten middle students on their campus. All participants understood the need for
interventions at the high school level focused on positively influencing student performance.
Finally, participants had a vested interest in developing meaningful relationships with all
educational stakeholders throughout their community to improve student achievement.
Limitations
This qualitative grounded theory study was limited due to the participant population and
sample for research that focused on interventions used to improve the academic achievement of
forgotten middle students as they transition to high school. The population only included
principals, assistant principals, and counselors from two large school districts in southern
California. Future studies should gain insight from school districts, both small and large, from
various regions across the United States. Also, future studies should involve high school
teachers’ perspectives concerning interventions used for the forgotten middle.
It should be noted that all data was gathered during the 2020–2021 school year, which
was influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic. Participation was limited due to numerous
obligations for the educational leaders involved with the study. Also, the response time from
participants was a factor since face-to-face meetings were restricted. Interventions that were
identified were adjusted due to current circumstances impacting the learning environment. The
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challenges that administrators, teachers, students, and parents have experienced during the
remote learning process for the 2020–2021 school year influenced the research study.
Chapter Summary
The purpose of this qualitative grounded theory study was to explore designed
interventions implemented by high school administrators from two unified school districts in
California that focused on the academic performance of middle achieving students during their
ninth-grade year. This approach to the research process was useful because it allowed for critical
feedback and open dialogue with educational leaders to address the problem of keeping freshman
forgotten middle students engaged throughout the learning process (Travers, 2001). The
responses received from the online questionnaires and semistructured interviews with
educational leaders were essential to understanding how schools intervene when students
experience setbacks or become disengaged (Gerring, 2004). The knowledge obtained during this
research journey should guide other school systems across the United States toward identifying
and using interventions to enhance student academic growth. One key aspect of the research
process focused on the importance of relationships of the school community, both internal and
external. Administrators and counselors were able to self-reflect throughout the data collection
process, which should prompt them to examine their role in assisting the forgotten middle
(Freebody, 2003).
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Chapter 4: Results
A brief introduction to the qualitative grounded theory research approach utilized for this
study will be provided throughout this chapter. An in-depth discussion of the study sample and
participant characteristics for this research study will occur. The data collection and data analysis
processes for gathering results will be described in detail. Survey (see Appendix A) and
interview questions (see Appendix F) will be presented along with school administrator
responses to each question so that true insight for aspects of interventions used on their campus
can be presented. Recurring themes from the semistructured interviews will be identified to
accurately present interventions used to improve ninth-grade forgotten middle student
achievement. The results reflect the stated purpose of the study and address the three initial
research questions. Participants’ responses reflected their own perspectives and experiences as
related to the study.
The purpose of this qualitative grounded theory study was to explore designed
interventions implemented by high school administrators from two unified school districts in
California that focused on the academic performance of middle achieving students during their
ninth-grade year. As previously described in Chapter 3, this qualitative grounded theory research
study allowed for an in-depth exploration of curiosities concerning the social structures of a
school system (Maher et al., 2018) and how human activities affect the daily decisions made
toward the improvement of an educational environment (Travers, 2001). Qualitative components
of this research study included the results from administrator responses to a 5-point Likert scale
online survey (see Appendix A). In addition, selected study participants responded to eight
questions (see Appendix F) during a semistructured interview. The various perspectives provided
by principals, assistant principals, and counselors assisted in identifying the importance of
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intentionally designed interventions for average-achieving freshman students, also known as the
forgotten middle, and the implementation of specific interventions used for improving these
students’ academic performance. The following research questions directed this qualitative
grounded theory study:
RQ1. Why should interventions be implemented to motivate forgotten middle students to
succeed academically as they transition into their freshman year of high school?
RQ2. How do administrators perceive the influence of strong relationships between
faculty members and ninth-grade forgotten middle students during the implementation of
intervention techniques?
RQ3. How do administrators perceive the influence of the home environment on the
success of interventions implemented for ninth-grade forgotten middle students?
Grounded Theory Study
A qualitative grounded theory study approach was utilized throughout the research
process to maximize interaction with all the gathered data (Maher et al., 2018). Results from the
5-point Likert scale online survey were reviewed and recorded multiple times to ensure the
accuracy of individual responses from administrators who actively participated in this portion of
the study. As data was gathered and analyzed from the online survey, research participants were
intentionally selected to provide their insight during semistructured interviews (Turner & Astin,
2021). I maintained a close connection to the information gathered during each semistructured
interview and purposefully designed questions to capture the perspective of all interview
participants (Maher et al., 2018). I evaluated the response of each semistructured interview in
detail through the use of coding to confirm the view of each research participant (Turner &
Astin, 2021). Transcripts were purposefully analyzed to identify common themes and categories.
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In addition, I utilized a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis software, MAXQDA, to
validate the coding process and accurately identify reoccurring themes throughout the data
collection process. Through the use of this grounded theory approach, I maintained no
preconceived notion about the results, which allowed for a genuine data collection and analysis
process (Turner & Astin, 2021). Finally, this qualitative grounded theory study was critical to
gaining a thorough knowledge toward answering the three research questions presented during
the study (Yin, 2003).
Participant Characteristics
Participants for this study included high school campus administrators on six separate
campuses throughout two unified school districts in California. Administrators who participated
in this study worked on a high school campus with an average of 2,150 students. Student
demographics for the two school districts included 63% White, 20% Hispanic, 12% Asian, 2%
African American, and 3% two or more races. Many of these high schools have been in existence
for over 50 years; however, the high schools are beginning to experience a decline in student
enrollment due to the addition of charter, private, and virtual school opportunities in the area and
the increased costs of housing, which limits the number of new families moving into the region.
Principals, assistant principals, and counselors were solicited to provide a detailed
perspective toward the practices used for identifying average-achieving students and improving
student performance on their campus through intentionally designed interventions.
Administrators were contacted through email once the director of secondary education and
assessment from each school district approved the protocol. Campus administrators voluntarily
responded as part of the data collection process.
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Study Sample Characteristics
Sixty-eight administrators from six separate high school campuses were asked to
participate in this qualitative research study. I solicited responses from six principals, 26 assistant
principals, and 36 counselors concerning interventions utilized on their high school campus to
improve the academic performance of ninth-grade average-achieving students. These
administrators were purposefully selected according to their vested interest and experience as
educational leaders to participate in the qualitative research study to provide meaningful
feedback toward the research questions that directed the study and to identify best practices used
on their campus (Bakkalbasioglu, 2020; Saldaña & Omasta, 2017).
I contacted 68 administrators by email to solicit their participation with an online survey
designed through SurveyMonkey™. I contacted the administrators no more than twice and
provided them three weeks to respond to the survey request. The 5-point Likert scale survey
required administrators to answer 10 questions focused on the importance and use of
interventions to improve the academic performance of ninth-grade average-achieving students on
their campus. Administrators selected (1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3) neither agree nor
disagree, (4) agree, or (5) strongly agree to questions from the online survey (see Appendix A).
Participating administrators were also asked to provide their name, title, school campus, years of
educational experience, and years of administrative experience as part of the survey. This
information remained confidential between the voluntary participant and me. These details were
important for assisting me in future communication in selecting individual participants for
semistructured interviews.
Seventeen out of the 68 administrators solicited responded to the email request to
participate in the online survey. The data from the online survey was aggregated and analyzed in
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a spreadsheet. Three principals, 11 assistant principals, and three counselors agreed to participate
during phase one (online survey) of the data collection process. Administrators who participated
in the survey averaged 17 years of educational experience and nine years of administrative
experience.
I grouped the responding participants by administrative role and ranked participants
numerically from highest to lowest as determined by their responses to the online survey.
Numerical values ranged from 10 to 50 total based on each participant’s responses to the 10
survey questions. The intent was to select the participants ranked highest for a semistructured
interview. The goal was to narrow the sample field to eight administrators prior to the interview
process.
Survey results indicated that three principals, eight assistant principals, and two
counselors were interested in moving on to phase two (semistructured interviews) of the data
collection process. I contacted each of the administrators individually by email, requesting them
to provide a date and time of their availability for a semistructured interview through Zoom. I
contacted administrators no more than twice and provided them two weeks to respond to the
interview request. Six out of the 13 administrators responded to the interview request from me,
including four assistant principals, one principal, and one counselor. Administrators who
participated in the semistructured interviews averaged 16 years of educational experience and
nine years of administrative experience.
Data Collection and Analysis
The 5-point Likert scale survey required administrators to answer 10 questions focused
on the importance and use of interventions to improve the academic performance of ninth-grade
average-achieving students on their campus. Administrators selected (1) strongly disagree, (2)
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disagree, (3) neither agree nor disagree, (4) agree, or (5) strongly agree to questions from the
online survey. Participating administrators were also asked to provide their name, title, school
campus, years of educational experience, and years of administrative experience as part of the
survey. This information remained confidential between the voluntary participant and me. These
details were important for assisting me in future communication in selecting individual
participants for semistructured interviews.
I provided details and protocols for each semistructured interview. Participating
administrators were informed that each interview would last between 30 and 45 minutes and
were encouraged to ask any questions about the process leading into their interview. Individual
interviews averaged a total of 30 minutes and included responses to eight questions. Interviews
were recorded through Zoom and later transcribed through Transcription Hub. I shared a copy of
the transcription with interview participants. Administrators were provided the opportunity to
verify the transcripts and their perspective that was identified during their interview and
transcription process. I utilized a qualitative grounded theory approach in addition to a computerassisted qualitative data analysis software, MAXQDA, to identify common themes and
categories from the semistructured interviews. Triangulation occurred through the three separate
administrative role perspectives and the use of multiple data sources. Purposeful member
checking allowed for deep insight into the interventions used to improve the academic
performance of forgotten middle students during their ninth-grade year.
Throughout the data analysis process, I focused on two theories from the theoretical
framework: Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory on student development and Albert
Bandura’s social cognitive theory on student academic achievement. I was able to analyze data
provided through both the online survey and semistructured interviews to gain a better
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understanding of the connection between the school and home environments toward improving
the academic performance of ninth-grade average-achieving students. Details centered on the
importance of developing relationships between students, parents, and teachers to enhance
student performance. Finally, I analyzed the impact of student motivation, engagement, and selfefficacy on student achievement. I also investigated how educators implement interventions to
encourage these important aspects.
Results
The Likert scale online survey results set the foundation for data analysis and assisted me
with identifying participants for the semistructured interviews. Responses to all 10 questions are
displayed in the order of strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, and
strongly disagree (see Table 1). Each figure represents the responses by the level of agreement or
disagreement to individual questions from the 17 administrators who participated in the online
survey.
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Table 1
Online Survey Responses
Survey question

SA

A

N

D

SD

The implementation of early interventions during a student’s
freshman year of high school is critical to their long-term
success.

13

3

1

0

0

My campus effectively identifies freshman students who
require interventions to succeed academically.

2

10

3

2

0

I serve an active role in implementing interventions to improve
the academic achievement of freshman students on my campus.

3

6

6

1

1

Average-achieving students are often overlooked and do not
receive the necessary interventions to improve their academic
achievement.

3

9

1

3

1

High-quality teachers and programs are the most important
sources for improving achievement for average students.

7

7

1

2

0

A student’s belief in their own abilities is an indicator of their
academic performance and future success.

6

11

0

0

0

Motivation is an important aspect of student engagement and
academic achievement.

11

6

0

0

0

Intentional goal setting for freshman students is a priority on
my campus.

0

3

10

3

1

Educators are required to provide meaningful feedback that
improves students’ development on my campus.

2

8

6

1

0

An established connection or sense of belonging to the school
must occur early in a student’s freshman year.

9

7

0

1

0

Note. The abbreviations refer to the following: SA = Strongly Agree, A = Agree, N = Neither
Agree nor Disagree, D = Disagree, and SD = Strongly Disagree.
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Semistructured Interview Responses and Themes
To avoid potential bias or conflict of interest, administrators from my home campus did
not participate in the research study; however, they did provide insight for the interviews by
piloting the semistructured interview questions. The following questions were piloted and
officially used during the semistructured interviews:
1. Why is the implementation of interventions early in a student’s freshman year
important to their academic success?
2. How does your faculty identify which students need support to improve their
academic achievement?
3. What interventions does your campus implement to increase the academic
achievement of forgotten middle students? Describe one of those interventions in
detail.
4. Describe your role in implementing needed interventions for average-achieving
students on your campus?
5. Why is it important to establish an environment that focuses on student motivation
and self-efficacy to increase the success of ninth-grade average-achieving students on
your campus?
6. How do educators on your campus collaborate to improve the performance of
average-achieving students?
7. How do educators develop meaningful relationships with students on your campus?
8. How does your school interact with the home environment of forgotten middle
students to ensure their academic success?
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Qualitative portions of the research study included insight provided throughout each
semistructured interview. Results from the semistructured interviews are presented by common
responses and themes to each individual interview question that I identified during the analysis
process. Finally, I utilized the results from both the online survey and semistructured interviews
to address the three primary research questions for this study.
Findings
Importance of Early Interventions. Administrators expressed that implementing
interventions early in a student’s freshman year was important to helping them transition to the
high school level and establishing a foundation of success. One administrator explained,
“Freshmen generally have a really tough time transitioning from their previous year to their
freshman year.” Administrators indicated that students typically struggle due to changes in the
structure of their class schedule, programs offered, high school expectations, earning academic
credits, moving to a new campus, and adjusting to friend groups. One assistant principal noted,
If you do not have interventions in place, and you do not have some intentional programs
to help them transition and prepare them for the changes that exist when coming from
junior high, then you could be leaving their academic success up to chance.
Many interview participants revealed that providing supports and establishing clear expectations
were vital to helping students succeed early during their freshman year of high school.
Administrators also acknowledged the importance of early interventions regarding setting
the foundation for future high school success. Getting off to a good start sets the tone for students
not only for the academic year but also for their high school career. Implementing intentionally
designed interventions during a student’s first year of high school was identified as a critical
aspect to their future success as a sophomore, junior, and senior. Throughout the semistructured
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interviews, the administrators discussed the impact freshman grades could have on credit
deficiency and potential student dropout. One high school principal explained, “If students do
not start succeeding academically during their freshman year, they could theoretically set
themselves up for three or four years of summer school if they do not do well from August to
January of their freshman year.”
Interview participants recognized that if students experience success early, then they are
more likely to believe in what they are doing as a student and the supports that are in place on
their high school campus. Administrators expressed that showing students they can be successful
early in their academic journey assists with building relationships and trust with school faculty.
The building of trust leads to holding students accountable and helping them develop the
necessary habits for being successful throughout their educational career. Finally, establishing
early interventions was perceived as an important aspect of letting students know that the school
cares about them not just as students but also as individuals.
Identifying Students Who Need Academic Support. During the semistructured
interviews, administrators described multiple methods for identifying students who need
academic supports on their campuses. The procedures utilized the most by administrators
included implementing regular grade reports, collaborating with junior high campuses, and
conducting regular professional learning community (PLC) meetings. Again, administrators
acknowledged the importance of early interventions, which is why identifying students who are
struggling early during their freshman year of high school is critical.
The most common strategy reported for identifying students who need academic support
was analyzing grade reports. Administrators explained that they work with teachers to review
progress reports; however, their focus tends to be on the “D” and “F” list while neglecting the
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average-achieving “C” student for each grading period. One assistant principal stated, “At
grading periods, what we do as a counseling team, a guidance team and as an admin team is, we
do look at D and F rates.” The leadership team reviews grade reports by subject, teacher, and
student. Administrators begin to work with teachers to implement targeted interventions once
they identify the students who are struggling and who have earned a “D” or “F” in a particular
class. Grade reports are compiled each quarter, semester, and at the end of the year.
Administrative teams expect teachers to assist with monitoring grades and providing updates to
parents throughout the school year for struggling students; however, parents have electronic
access to their student’s grades, which makes them an important member of this process.
Collaborating with junior high administrators is also a common practice that the high
school administrative teams use to identify students who need academic support as they
transition to the ninth grade. The high school and junior high campus administrators often meet
prior to the start of school to discuss students who may require extra support, and they examine a
student’s course request to ensure that the student is placed in a class where they can experience
success early. Open access was a term mentioned by one of the assistant principals. The assistant
principal mentioned open access because they did not want to deny a student access to a
particular class; however, they desired to properly place students in an academic class in which
they can succeed early and build the necessary confidence to perform at the high school level.
Finally, each administrator expressed the importance of PLC meetings regarding
identifying students who need academic support and implementing the most effective strategies
to positively impact students’ academic performance. Professional learning community meetings
are weekly meetings in which teachers who teach a particular class within a subject area come
together to discuss best practices, lesson plans, scope and sequence, and data such as benchmark
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results. The desired outcome of these meetings is to ensure that teachers are addressing the same
standards, aligning their assessment strategies, and sharing information to improve students’
academic performance. Analyzing previous benchmarks and common assessments is the main
strategy for identifying students who need academic support.
Implemented Interventions for Forgotten Middle Students. Identifying students who
need academic support is simply one step toward improving their academic performance.
Establishing effective interventions for forgotten middle students is another important aspect of
influencing their academic success. Three interventions that administrators consistently
discussed during the interview process for improving forgotten middle students, or averageachieving students, included academic support centers, tutorials, and the Advancement Via
Individual Determination (AVID) program.
One high school administrative team uses a model implemented by Villanova University
called Learning Support Services (LSS) that is designed to assist students who need guidance
with time management, organization, study habits, and understanding concepts. The school
implemented the academic support centers for the following subjects: English, math, science,
history, and world language. This intervention is built into the high school master schedule and is
offered five days a week. A staff advisor, who is a classroom teacher, is assigned to monitor each
class and ensure that the service is utilized properly. Senior students serve as peer mentors to
help meet the needs of students in the class. These senior students must go through an
application and screening process to serve as peer mentors. Administrators explained that
teachers are present to guide and answer questions from students; however, students rely heavily
on the relationships they have with their peer mentors to improve their success. One
administrator noted, “Sometimes students will retain information better from a fellow student, as
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opposed to another teacher who is trying to explain the same concept they were taught in a class
by their regular teacher.”
The offering of tutorials was another intervention that one administrative team relied on
to improve average-achieving students’ performance. The tutorial format for this administrative
team’s school is embedded into the school day. There is a 30-minute segment offered four days
per week in the middle of the academic day for students. Students are expected to attend a
specific class listed on their schedule to receive the extra support they need for their academic
classes. Required tutorials, also known as mandatory tutorials, are a facet of the school tutorial
intervention. Students who have been identified on the “D” and “F” lists are required to attend
the class in which they have a “D” or “F” from the previous grading period. This part of the
intervention system places more responsibility on the administrators and staff regarding
consistent follow-up; however, it is a critical aspect of the tutorial system intervention.
Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID) is also used as an intervention to
improve the academic success of average-achieving students. One high school provides an AVID
course to guide students toward improving study skills and enhancing their classroom
performance. The AVID course is an elective for freshman, sophomore, junior, and senior
students, so students can be a part of this program throughout their high school careers. The
course has proven to be successful for the students who decide to opt into the class; however,
members of the administrative team acknowledged that there is room for this program to grow.
They would like to see more students enroll and become engaged in the course. Administrators
mentioned that they are seeking methods for implementing AVID strategies into the regular
classroom setting because they know the strategies work. One assistant principal stated,
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AVID is something that we are looking to build more school-wide, and although I would
say it has been an extremely successful program, it has really only been successful for
those 30 or so students who are identified and meet these certain criteria.
The criteria typically include average achievers who tend to be minority students. Unfortunately,
most students who start the program as freshmen do not complete the process through their
senior year.
Role in Implementing Interventions for Forgotten Middle Students. Administrators
who participated in the semistructured interviews were asked to describe their role concerning
the implementation of academic interventions for forgotten middle students. Most administrators
claimed to serve the role of facilitator for implementing interventions on their campus. One of
the assistant principals said, “We are just facilitating the conversation and finding the most
appropriate intervention for that student.” Administrators sit in on PLC, department, and schoolwide meetings to discuss the interventions offered to students and their families. They allow their
teachers the opportunity to develop ideas and determine intervention strategies. They do their
best to facilitate, mold, and guide the process instead of dictating intervention practices with their
staff.
The principals, assistant principals, and counselors mentioned that the master schedule is
the main resource they control related to the intervention process. The decisions they make
regarding the master schedule influence the course placement and course sections offered for the
AVID program and academic support classes. In addition, the structure of the master schedule
also determines the time of day in which tutorial sessions are offered to students on their high
school campus. As stated by an administrator, “My department and I, the guidance counselors
and the student services technicians, we sort of drive that entire process from early spring
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through the start of fall.” Administrators design the master schedule to offer academic
interventions that they perceive to be effective for their student body.
Importance of Student Motivation and Self-Efficacy. The administrators who
participated in the semistructured interviews all agreed that student motivation and self-efficacy
were imperative for student success, especially as ninth-grade students enter high school.
Participants revealed that when a school campus creates an environment focused on student
motivation and self-belief, engagement between students and teachers improves, and the school’s
culture is healthier. According to administrators, student discipline issues are less frequent,
school attendance is higher, and student involvement in school programs increases when they are
motivated and believe in their abilities. These occurrences lead to an increase in student
achievement.
Administrators noted that finding methods to motivate average-achieving students could
be more difficult than motivating high-performing students since the latter tend to be more
intrinsically motivated. One administrator’s perspective indicated that negative snowball effects
would occur less often if educators connected earlier in the educational process with averageachieving students to develop a sense of belief and to find ways to motivate the forgotten middle
student. A high school principal stated, “I think having that internal motivation, it’s so key
because that is what is going to allow you to get over the bumps in the road.” A few
administrators explained that it is imperative to establish expectations early and remind students
of campus supports so incoming ninth-grade average-achieving students develop a sense of
belonging and pride. Administrators felt that student confidence increases when they have a
better understanding of their supports and believe educators care about them.

85
Educator Collaboration to Improve Average Academic Performance. Principals,
assistant principals, and counselors acknowledged the need for consistent communication
between faculty members on their campus. Educators are encouraged to discuss best practices
and teaching strategies to increase the academic success of their students. The most common
forms of educator collaboration identified to improve the performance of average-achieving
students were PLC, department, and leadership meetings.
Educators regularly meet each week during their scheduled PLC to analyze data, discuss
lesson plans, and develop common assessments. Professional learning community meetings take
one hour and occur prior to the start of school. Professional learning community meetings are
primarily divided into subject matter teams, which allows for a deeper dive into subject-specific
assignments. Administrators noted that some PLC teams are more effective than others since
they collaborate more often.
In addition to PLCs, educators meet with their entire departments to discuss vertical
alignment and common teaching strategies. Again, administrators noted that they promote
weekly meetings because they want their teachers to avoid working in silos. Personalities of
teachers and the history within departments were identified as factors that influence teacher
collaboration on campus. Administrators explained that they rely on their leadership meetings
with department chairs to maintain a pulse and to impact PLC meetings. One assistant principal
stated, “We as a leadership team meet twice a month, and part of our meetings is focused on
checking in with our department chairs for an update on interventions used in the classroom.”
Developing Student-Educator Relationships. Feedback from administrators revealed
that educators develop meaningful relationships through involvement in extracurricular clubs and
organizations, initiating intentional discussions during the first few weeks of school, and actively
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seeking opportunities to connect with students each week. Every interview participant expressed
that developing strong relationships with students was critical to helping them succeed and
become connected to the school. Administrators confirmed that educators needed to go beyond
the daily superficial greeting of, as one stated, “Hey, how are you doing?” They indicated that
questions like this were mainly surface-level check-ins; therefore, educators must be allowed
more time to connect with students and take advantage of the opportunities they have to really
get to know their students.
One assistant principal mentioned that his school has over 85 clubs, and students are
encouraged to get plugged in with these campus organizations. An educator leads each club on
campus, whether that is a teacher or administrator. Educators are also reminded to remain
actively involved with the school community by attending athletic and performing arts events. A
principal indicated that students are more likely to give educators all they have once they
understand that the teachers are actively involved and invested in them as a whole student.
A common practice implemented by administrators focused on fostering campus
relationships is connecting with students during the first few weeks of school, especially
throughout the first week. Most campuses conduct a “Week of Welcome” or “WOW” week at
the start of the school year designed to connect with educators and students. As mentioned by a
principal,
We have a committee of teachers, administrators, and counselors that focus on
developing relationships during the first three days, and the idea behind that is that the
first three days of school—Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday—there’s really not going to
be a whole lot of teaching going on. It’s really going to be about connecting with the kids
and getting to know the kids a little bit.
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This opportunity is important for the students to get to know the staff, become familiar with the
campus, establish potential friend groups, and let their guard down so that trust can be
developed.
In addition, one campus administrative team expects teachers to actively seek out at least
five students each week and initiate a brief conversation with them. As an assistant principal
discussed, “A lot of times, all a student needs is just a simple acknowledgment of their presence
to make them feel like they matter.” Administrators confirmed that relationships grow by taking
small actions such as being present at school events and engaging in discussions focused on
more than surface-level topics.
School and Home Interaction. Maintaining communication between the school and
home environments is imperative to ensuring forgotten middle students are academically
successful. Administrators believed interaction between the school and home needs to be
personal if a true connection is expected to occur. Schools rely on home visits, emails, and phone
calls as primary sources of communication with parents; however, back to school nights and
parent informational meetings also prove beneficial for explaining expectations and the school’s
daily operations.
Educators conduct home visits when a student is struggling in class or not attending
school on a consistent basis. Home visits were adjusted this past school year due to COVID-19.
Administrators and educators connected with parents via Zoom since restrictions were limiting
face-to-face contact between stakeholders; however, school personnel would still visit a home in
person if they did not receive a response from a student’s parents.
Email communication is the first form of communication that schools use to connect with
parents. Educators use email to inform parents about their student’s grades, especially if students
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are on the “D” and “F” lists. Schools also rely on email for communicating details about
academic supports and campus-wide information such as clubs, events, testing, and the monthly
newsletter. Administrators inform teachers to make phone calls when communicating with
families since hearing someone’s voice can be interpreted easier than deciphering the tone of an
email. A principal stated, “Make that 15-minute phone call, make that 10-minute phone call.”
However, most administrators know that teachers would prefer to simply send an email due to
the fear of having a conversation with parents.
Back to school nights and parent informational meetings are two of the best methods for
capturing a large audience and having face-to-face time. Administrators verified that although
these meetings are beneficial, the turnout from parents of average-achieving students is minimal.
These meetings are a great way to establish an early connection with families, but schools must
follow up with home visits, phone calls, and emails throughout the school year to ensure the
academic success of forgotten middle students is a priority.
Research Questions
Information obtained through the online survey and semistructured interviews provided
detailed insight toward answering the three initial research questions for this qualitative
grounded theory study.
RQ1. Why should interventions be implemented to motivate forgotten middle students to
succeed academically as they transition into their freshman year of high school?
RQ2. How do administrators perceive the influence of strong relationships between
faculty members and ninth-grade forgotten middle students during the implementation of
intervention techniques?
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RQ3. How do administrators perceive the influence of the home environment on the
success of interventions implemented for ninth-grade forgotten middle students?
Question 1. Principals, assistant principals, and counselors conveyed that interventions
should be implemented to motivate forgotten middle students to succeed academically as they
transition into their freshman year of high school because it establishes the foundation for their
high school careers. Students develop habits, whether good or bad, early during their ninth-grade
year of high school that could affect their academic progress. Freshman students are expected to
earn credit toward graduation, which is different from the expectations they are accustomed to in
junior high. Average-achieving middle students could be at a huge disadvantage if they are not
successful early in the freshman year, which could lead to credit deficiency. An averageachieving middle student’s high school academic plan could be influenced if they do not succeed
earlier during their freshman year. As mentioned by one principal, “I think that the
implementation of interventions early in their freshman year is really important because it allows
us as professionals to show them that they can be successful.”
Question 2. Administrators viewed the influence of strong relationships between faculty
members and ninth-grade forgotten middle students to be a critical aspect to the effectiveness of
academic interventions. Results from this study verified that students should establish a
connection or sense of belonging to the school early in their freshman year. The principals,
assistant principals, and counselors who participated in this study expressed the importance of
establishing strong relationships prior to implementing academic interventions. They believed
that forgotten middle student performance was more likely to improve if students had a good
relationship with educators. Educators try to develop meaningful relationships through
engagement in school extracurricular activities and teacher-student connection initiatives.
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Administrators explained that taking the time to connect and getting to know students can go a
long way toward students reaching their full potential.
Question 3. Administrators perceived the interaction between the home and school
environments as a main contributor to the success of interventions implemented for ninth-grade
forgotten middle students. There needs to be a personal aspect when communicating with
parents. Principals, assistant principals, and counselors noted that communication is most
effective when it occurs in a face-to-face setting. Direct communication from the school and
consistent follow-up with parents increases the chances of parents being involved with their
student’s academic endeavors. Results from the study revealed that parents should be informed
of available supports and their role in their student’s success.
Chapter Summary
The implementation of intentionally designed interventions for ninth-grade averageachieving middle students as they transition into high school, as results from this study showed,
should be a focus for educators. Results indicated that a student’s first year of high school is
critical to their future academic success. Many administrators who participated in this study
agreed that average-achieving students are often overlooked and do not receive the necessary
interventions to improve their academic achievement. Methods for identifying average-achieving
students include frequent progress reports, primarily “D” and “F” lists. Most administrators from
this study acknowledged that high-quality teachers and programs are important sources for
improving the academic achievement of forgotten middle students. Other important factors that
were identified as key to positively influencing the academic performance of average-achieving
students included fostering an environment that promotes student self-efficacy, motivation, and a
sense of belonging within the school community.
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According to the findings, self-efficacy and student motivation are developed through
meaningful relationships with faculty members. Educators attempt to cultivate relationships with
students by being involved with campus activities and getting to know their student’s interests.
Additionally, student motivation and a sense of belonging occur once a connection is made
between the school and home environments. Consistent communication, preferably through faceto-face meetings or phone calls, is encouraged by campus administrators. Educator collaboration
through PLC and department meetings is imperative to influence best teaching practices and
implement interventions for average-achieving students. The findings from this study revealed
that intentionally designed interventions for forgotten middle students should be a priority for
high school campus administrators; however, there does not appear to be a purposeful focus on
this student group.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Educational leaders and government officials have focused on the academic performance
of high school freshmen for decades since they understand that this student group encounters
numerous academic struggles as they transition to high school (Flannery et al., 2020).
Approximately 20% of freshman students become credit deficient during their early years of
high school, causing them to fall behind on their graduation requirements (Vera et al., 2016).
These freshmen students can quickly lose hope and motivation to learn, leading to a lack of
engagement and potential student dropout (Zaff et al., 2017). Average-achieving students, also
known as the “forgotten middle,” are often the student majority who become disconnected from
the school and lose the determination to learn (West et al., 2019). A lack of engagement can lead
to continued setbacks and eventual student dropout (McDermott et al., 2018).
The purpose of this qualitative grounded theory study was to explore designed
interventions implemented by high school administrators from two unified school districts in
California that focused on the academic performance of middle-achieving students during their
ninth-grade year. Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory on student development and
Albert Bandura’s social cognitive theory on student academic achievement served as the basis
for the theoretical framework of this qualitative research study. An in-depth knowledge of the
systems and environments involved in influencing student achievement was examined. In
addition, a focus on the importance of personal aspects such as student reflection and behavior
was assessed to gain an understanding of the impact these aspects have on the academic success
of average-achieving students.
A 10-question online survey, which involved 17 high school administrators, and eight
semistructured interview questions that involved six administrators guided the data collection
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and analysis process. A grounded theory approach was utilized to identify common themes and
categories accurately. I repeatedly poured over the data results from the online survey and
semistructured interviews to ensure that the findings addressed the three initial questions of this
qualitative grounded research study. The following questions served as the foundation for this
study:
RQ1. Why should interventions be implemented to motivate forgotten middle students to
succeed academically as they transition into their freshman year of high school?
RQ2. How do administrators perceive the influence of strong relationships between
faculty members and ninth-grade forgotten middle students during the implementation of
intervention techniques?
RQ3. How do administrators perceive the influence of the home environment on the
success of interventions implemented for ninth-grade forgotten middle students?
Discussion of Findings
The interpretations of findings for this research study were grounded in the results from
each online survey and semistructured interview conducted throughout the data collection and
analysis process. Results from the data collection and analysis portion of the study were the
primary resource for answering this qualitative study’s three research questions and for drawing
conclusions from the information gathered.
Conclusion 1: Why Should Interventions Be Implemented to Motivate Forgotten Middle
Students to Succeed Academically As They Transition Into Their Freshman Year of High
School?
In addressing the first research question, focused on implementing interventions to
motivate average-achieving students, there appeared to be a gap between recognizing the
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importance of interventions and the actual implementation of interventions. Every administrator
who participated in the research study agreed that motivation was an important aspect of student
engagement and academic achievement. In addition, they all agreed that a student’s belief in
their own abilities was an indicator of their academic performance and future success. Data
showed that 16 out of 17 administrators agreed early interventions were critical to a student’s
long-term success.
Survey results indicated administrators understood the importance of early interventions
and the connection to motivating students; however, only 12 administrators claimed their campus
effectively identifies freshman students who need academic interventions. Fewer administrators
verified serving an active role in implementing interventions toward improving freshman student
achievement on their campus. Only nine, approximately 53% of administrators surveyed, agreed
they were involved with the intervention process for freshman students. Interview participants
identified that they served a facilitating role during the implementation process of academic
interventions. One of the most interesting results from the online survey showed that 71% of
administrators believed average-achieving students were overlooked regarding needed academic
interventions. Therefore, survey data revealed the need for academic interventions and
motivating freshman students, yet an intentional focus on the implementation process was not
present.
Results from the semistructured interviews provided a deeper perspective as to why early
interventions are vital for motivating forgotten middle students to succeed academically as they
transition into their freshman year of high school. Administrators noted that students develop
habits early during their freshman year of high school, often setting the foundation for their
future success. Ninth-grade students are expected to earn academic credits to meet the graduation
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requirements of high school. Students could become credit deficient if they fall behind early
during their freshman year. Finding methods for motivating students and fostering self-efficacy
were mentioned as important aspects of assisting average-achieving students, especially since the
daily structure and expectations are new for incoming freshmen.
Interview data showed that students who felt supported and experienced success early
during their freshman year of high school were more likely to stay engaged and remain
motivated throughout the learning process. Administrators also expressed when students are
engaged, believe in themselves, and maintain a sense of belonging with the school environment,
the overall campus culture is healthier. Motivating students and setting a firm foundation of
academic interventions for average achieving freshman students was identified as a central
component to helping students overcome future challenges that they might encounter during their
high school journey. However, understanding the importance of incorporating academic
interventions for motivating average-achieving freshman students and implementing an
intentionally designed process appear to be separate as identified by most research participants.
Conclusion 2: How Do Administrators Perceive the Influence of Strong Relationships
Between Faculty Members and Ninth-Grade Forgotten Middle Students During the
Implementation of Intervention Techniques?
Results for question 2 of the research study expressed administrators believe there should
be a strong connection between faculty members and average-achieving ninth-grade students
when academic interventions are implemented. Fourteen administrators agreed that high-quality
teachers and programs were the most important sources for improving the academic achievement
of average students. In addition, 16 survey participants agreed that having an established
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connection to the school must occur early in a student’s freshman year, and faculty members are
imperative to making this connection.
Although connecting and communicating with teachers was identified as critical, best
practices such as intentional goal setting between faculty members and students appeared to be
of little priority. Only 18% of administrators surveyed indicated that intentional goal setting for
freshmen students was a priority on their campus. Additionally, providing feedback to students
was limited on their campus. Approximately 59% of all administrators from the research study
acknowledged educators from their campus are required to give meaningful feedback that is
focused on improving student development.
Interview results showed schools seek to foster quality relationships by student
involvement in extracurricular and club organizations. Most school administrators expressed
their desire to make a meaningful connection between their faculty and students throughout the
first few weeks of school, especially when responding to the COVID-19 pandemic.
Administrators believed connecting with all students this upcoming school year was more
important than ever; however, they noted that focusing on average-achieving students needs to
be a point of emphasis since many of these students struggled with their academic performance
during remote learning.
Administrators revealed interventions such as academic support centers, regular tutorials,
and the AVID program provided educators the opportunity to connect and assist averageachieving students on a regular basis. Many of these interventions are built into the master
schedule of the high school, which requires students to be active participants throughout the
intervention process. However, support centers, tutorials, and programs such as AVID do not
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guarantee meaningful relationships will be developed, nor do these approaches capture all
average-achieving students on a high school campus.
Collaboration between the high school educators was identified as important to
implementing interventions and developing strong relationships with students on their campus.
The sharing of best practices, acknowledging student interests, and finding a common purpose
during department meetings were revealed as vital aspects to improving average-achieving
student performance. Interview results showed that weekly encouragement between teachers and
collaboration about teaching techniques affected the development of relationships between
faculty and students. Although administrators expressed the importance of cultivating a strong
connection between faculty and students, there is room for growth in this area of the intervention
process, such as goal setting and providing meaningful feedback.
Conclusion 3: How Do Administrators Perceive the Influence of the Home Environment on
the Success of Interventions Implemented for Ninth-Grade Forgotten Middle Students?
Every administrator who participated in the semistructured interviews discussed the
importance of the home environment on the success of average-achieving students. Parents must
be active participants in the learning process, especially when interventions are implemented.
Administrators explained that personal communication between the school and home
environment must frequently occur if interventions for average-achieving freshmen are to be
successful. Home visits, weekly emails, and phone calls served as the main forms of
communication between the home and school environment for their educational community.
Each school represented in the data offers parent informational nights within the first
month of school; however, administrators claimed that few parents attend the meetings,
especially parents of average-achieving students. School leaders also send out monthly
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newsletters and weekly announcements to the community, which often include details about
academic interventions and services for all students. Unfortunately, administrators cannot
guarantee that parents or guardians will review the material. Therefore, as described earlier,
educators rely on personal communication to follow up on intervention services for averageachieving students.
Parents may become more involved once they receive reports on their student’s academic
performance. Administrators explained that “D” and “F” lists are one of the common methods
utilized for identifying students who need academic interventions on their campus. These reports
are collected and examined at the quarter and midterm grading periods of each semester. Parents
also have access to review their student’s grades electronically through online gradebooks.
Parents can download an app on their phone or use their personal computer to review their
student’s grades now that schools offer parents access to their student’s individual grades online.
Teacher comments regarding student progress, assignments, and attendance are posted
throughout the gradebook. Most online gradebook software systems allow for instant notification
when teachers submit grades, which provide parents the opportunity to be updated regularly on
their individual student’s performance.
There are systems in place for communicating with parents and identifying students who
need interventions to be successful; however, the research study results revealed that the
techniques used were not always effective for average-achieving students. For instance, “D” and
“F” lists did not capture all average-achieving students. This type of list focuses mainly on atrisk students. In addition, it is difficult to guarantee that most parents will utilize the online
gradebook resource to conduct weekly or daily checks of their student’s progress. Parents of
average-achieving students appear to rarely attend informational meetings such as back to school
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nights, which can cause a disconnect between the home and school environment. Monthly
newsletters and weekly announcements that include interventions offered to students are
available, yet parents of average-achieving students do not always review these forms of
communication. As stated earlier, administrators emphasize the impact an average-achieving
student’s home has on the implementation and effectiveness of academic interventions.
Communication throughout an educational community is vital to the success of implemented
interventions. Results indicated that there are gaps in the communication process between the
school and home environment.
Recommendations
This qualitative grounded theory study confirmed the importance of implementing
academic interventions for average-achieving ninth-grade students early in their high school
careers. Administrators acknowledged that strong relationships between school faculty and
average-achieving students were imperative to ensure that interventions were effective for
student success. In addition, administrators expressed that the home environment was critical to
the implementation of needed academic interventions for average-achieving students. The
following recommendations outline the actions that should be continued, improved, or
introduced.
Sense of Belonging, Self-Efficacy, and Motivation
Educators at high school campuses should continue to prioritize creating a sense of
belonging for incoming freshmen, specifically average-achieving students. Developing a
connection between the student body and faculty fosters a strong culture that fosters belief and
motivation for students. It is recommended that high school campuses continue to offer welcome
events to incoming freshmen, which introduces them to various school organizations, clubs, and
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support systems. This early connection will assist average-achieving freshmen students toward
being successful throughout their high school journey. Finally, the impact that this practice could
have on the culture of a high school campus should prove beneficial of all educational
stakeholders.
Identification of Average-Achieving Freshmen
Administrators conveyed the importance of implementing academic interventions for
average-achieving ninth-grade students on their campus, yet the process for identifying these
students appeared to be lacking. Most administrators noted that average-achieving students are
often overlooked and do not receive the interventions necessary for improving their academic
performance. High school campuses should go beyond the traditional “D” and “F” lists process
when identifying students who need academic support since this technique focuses primarily on
at-risk students. Educational stakeholders should emphasize identifying students who fall in the
“C” range for grades so that concerns for this student group can be addressed and interventions
implemented before they become at-risk themselves. Refining this process will help
administrators, educators, and parents purposefully identify average-achieving students on their
campus.
Communication With the Home Environment
Communication efforts between the school and home environments were identified as
imperative to improving the academic performance of average-achieving students.
Administrators should continue to seek effective methods for communicating with parents
regarding the need for interventions and the support systems that are in place to assist averageachieving students. It is recommended that parents become more active in the learning process
for students and that they are educated about the potential pitfalls their ninth-grade student could
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encounter; therefore, attending informational meetings, tracking academic progress, and having
an in-depth understanding of the interventions offered through the school is vital to their
student’s success. Educational stakeholders often use various resources when communicating;
therefore, school administrators must collaborate with parents to understand the best form of
communication with the home environment.
Teacher Feedback and Goal Setting
High-quality teachers, identified as an important resource for improving student
performance, should provide meaningful feedback to average-achieving ninth-grade students.
Study results revealed that only 59% of administrators agreed that teachers on their campus are
required to provide meaningful feedback to their students, and less than 20% of administrators
identified that educators are active in the goal-setting process for students. Establishing a
relationship with students by letting them know they are valued members of the school
community is one of the first steps to ensure they are receptive to feedback and open to
establishing goals. Educators who are intentional about the growth of their students take the time
to develop relationships, give insightful feedback, and set goals with their students. Therefore, it
is recommended that teachers invest in their students by providing feedback focused on student
development, which assists students in setting and obtaining future goals.
Implementation of Interventions
Administrators who participated in the semistructured interviews explained that their
campuses have the following interventions in place to assist average-achieving students:
academic support centers, tutorials, and the Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID)
program. These interventions are built into the master schedule of the high school. It is
recommended for administrators to have an active role during the implementation of academic
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interventions, especially after they have properly identified average-achieving students on their
campus. Educators could utilize their built-in tutorials or an advocacy period to serve as a check
and connect time between students and teachers. Administrators could be instrumental toward
ensuring interventions are available and teachers are following through in their duties of assisting
average-achieving students.
Grounded Theory Approach
Results from this qualitative grounded study helped me identify the following theory (see
Figure 1) and the required process that should be in place to improve the academic performance
of middle-achieving freshmen students. First, a campus culture must be created that promotes the
development of meaningful relationships so stakeholder trust can be set. Quality teacher-student
relationships should lead to increased student motivation and self-efficacy, which will improve
student engagement and academic performance. Next, administrators should provide
intentionally designed interventions for incoming freshmen students and establish clear
expectations for students as they transition to high school. In addition, educators must
consistently communicate through professional learning communities and department meetings
to ensure they properly identify middle-achieving freshmen students who need academic support.
Revisions to interventions and academic supports that are focused on improving middleachieving student performance should be a constant theme at meetings between educators. Open
communication between the school and home environment must be established. Maintaining a
regular dialogue between parents and educators will assist in understanding interventions that are
offered on campus and clearly defining the role stakeholders serve throughout the intervention
process. An established plan and support system must be in place to assist students throughout
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their academic journey. When followed in detail, these action steps from educational
stakeholders will improve the academic performance of middle-achieving students.
Figure 1
Developed Theory
Create a culture that fosters student motivation, selfefficacy, and stakeholder trust.
Provide intentionally designed interventions and
establish clear expectations for freshmen students early
as they transition to high school.
Properly identfy students who need support through
consistent communication between educators.
Maintain open communication between the school and
home environments.
These actions will improve the academic performance of
middle-achieving students as they receive needed
interventions and experience support from stakeholders.
Note. Figure created by dissertation author.
Future Research
High schools are faced with numerous challenges as they serve students who have
varying backgrounds and abilities. The purpose of this qualitative grounded theory study was to
explore designed interventions implemented by high school administrators from two unified
school districts in California that focused on the academic performance of middle-achieving
students during their ninth-grade year. Properly identifying average-achieving students who need
academic support takes time and effort on the part of educational stakeholders, especially if they
want to have a positive impact on student achievement. Implementing interventions early in a
student’s academic career has proven critical to the future success of high school students
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(Somers et al., 2016); therefore, more attention must be focused on average-achieving students as
they transition from the junior high to the high school level.
Addressing middle-achieving student performance is critical to any school campus
(Hickman et al., 2017). This research study focused on academic interventions for middleachieving students who attend six California public high schools. Future studies should
implement the developed theory identified in this study to improve the academic performance of
average-achieving high school freshman students. The developed theory could be utilized
throughout various secondary school settings, including private, charter, and public high schools.
Qualitative research methods for future studies such as questionnaires, semistructured interviews,
and focus groups could provide the information needed to analyze the developed theory’s
effectiveness.
Future studies should examine the awareness educators have on the need for academic
interventions for average-achieving students. Research should continue to be centered on a
qualitative design in which research practices involve questionnaires, structured interviews, and
focus groups. This approach will allow for an in-depth understanding of the awareness educators
have on interventions focused on average-achieving students. Continued qualitative research will
assist in exploring, identifying, and explaining needed interventions for this student group
(Saldaña & Omasta, 2017). Schools place an intense focus on providing supports to at-risk
students since they are easily identifiable due to failing grades, behavioral issues, and lack of
attendance (Heppen et al., 2018). However, the average-achieving students, or forgotten middle,
are believed to be overlooked, as revealed through the online survey of this research study.
Therefore, future studies need to investigate whether educational stakeholders know about
average achievers and the need to address this student group’s concerns.
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Understanding the perspective of middle-achieving high school students regarding the
effectiveness of implemented academic interventions would provide quality insight for
improving student achievement. Future studies could evaluate student experiences throughout
the intervention process and identify which interventions prove most effective. In addition,
studies could focus on stakeholder relationships during the intervention process and examine
students’ views on the importance of relationships with educators, administrators, and their own
families (Lang et al., 2020). Semistructured interviews and focus groups would be a few of the
best methods for gathering meaningful data for these specific studies.
Future studies should evaluate in greater depth the roles teachers, administrators, and
parents have in implementing academic interventions for average-achieving students. These
studies should take a phenomenological approach since the roles of multiple educational
stakeholders will be examined (Locke et al., 2010). Again, studies could include focus groups
where participants respond to open-ended questions regarding their perspective of the role they
serve during the implementation of needed interventions. This current research study focused on
the role administrators served during the implementation of interventions and the perception
administrators had of other stakeholder roles. Further studies should investigate the role all
educational stakeholders have while discussions, planning, and execution of interventions occur.
This type of future research would provide clarity and address stakeholder ownership
expectations for academic supports of average-achieving students (Sweeney & Mausbach, 2019).
Studies should also be conducted that examine the effectiveness of implemented
interventions for average-achieving ninth-grade students. The use of a quantitative research
design focused on classic experimental techniques, such as an experimental group versus a
controlled group, could prove beneficial to identifying effective interventions for average-
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achieving students (Locke et al., 2010). This research study identified a few interventions
utilized by high schools; however, the study did not evaluate the influence interventions such as
academic support centers, regular tutorials, and the AVID program had on average-achieving
freshmen. Future studies should provide detailed information regarding student progress as they
transition from one grade to the next throughout high school. This type of data would provide a
better understanding of which interventions proved most effective throughout the course of an
average-achieving student’s high school career (Burns et al., 2015).
Finally, further studies should focus on the impact intentionally designed interventions
for average-achieving students have on a high school campus’ culture. Average-achieving
students comprise the majority of students on a high school campus (Swanson, 2005), which can
impact the attitude and mindset of the school environment. Researchers should examine the
relationships between all educational stakeholders as interventions are put in place. This would
prove beneficial toward understanding how interventions serve the purpose of creating a healthy
school culture.
Reflection
Providing interventions for average-achieving students as they enter their freshman year
of high school is critical to their academic success (Benner et al., 2017). Although a consensus
from this research study indicated interventions should be implemented early in high school,
most administrators who participated in the study confirmed average-achieving students are
often overlooked regarding needed supports to improve their academic achievement. I gained
valuable insight concerning the need to actively identify average-achieving students and the gaps
that exist throughout this process on most high school campuses.
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Educational stakeholders must have strong relationships with students and serve a central
role if interventions are to be effective for improving average-achieving student performance
(Lang et al., 2020). Participants from this study revealed that high-quality teachers are a valuable
resource for increasing student performance, and many teachers seek to influence students
outside of class through campus organizations and clubs. However, many administrators from
the research study acknowledged that teachers on their campus are rarely required to provide
meaningful feedback to increase student development. Most administrators informed me that
intentional goal setting between educators and students was not a priority on their campus.
Administrators expressed that communication between the school and home environments was
best when it occurred face-to-face, yet this has been a challenge for many of their high school
campuses. I learned through this research study that stakeholder relationships are critical to
increasing student performance, but various gaps exist in fostering meaningful relationships to
improve average-achieving student performance.
Finally, administrators from this qualitative grounded theory study verified the
importance of student motivation, self-efficacy, and a sense of belonging on student
achievement. These factors are positively influenced as educational stakeholders take a vested
interest in average-achieving students (Hajovsky et al., 2020). Again, a student’s belief in
themselves and their willingness to grow and become an active member of the learning process
is often guided by the encounters they experience throughout their school community (Sengul et
al., 2019). The knowledge acquired through this research study has inspired me to connect more
with members of my educational community in improving the academic performance and
experience of average-achieving students.
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Appendix A: Likert Scale Survey of Administrator Responses on Interventions
Participants will provide their name, title, school campus, years of educational
experience, and years of administrative experience as a principal, assistant principal, or
counselor. Response options for all questions will include the following five options: (1) strongly
disagree, (2) disagree, (3) neither agree nor disagree, (4) agree, or (5) strongly agree.
1. The implementation of early interventions during a student’s freshman year of high
school is critical to their long-term success.
2. My campus effectively identifies freshman students who require interventions to
succeed academically.
3. I serve an active role in implementing interventions to improve the academic
achievement of freshman students on my campus.
4. Average-achieving students are often overlooked and do not receive the necessary
interventions to improve their academic achievement.
5. High-quality teachers and programs are the most important sources for improving
achievement for average students.
6. A student’s belief in their own abilities is an indicator of their academic performance
and future success.
7. Motivation is an important aspect of student engagement and academic achievement.
8. Intentional goal setting for freshman students is a priority on my campus.
9. Educators are required to provide meaningful feedback that improves students’
development on my campus.
10. An established connection or sense of belonging to the school must occur early in a
student’s freshman year.
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Would you be interested in participating in a 45-minute follow-up interview? If so, please
enter your email address.
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Appendix B: Email to Directors of Secondary Education and Assessment
Dear Director of Secondary Education,
Thank you for taking the time to visit with me over the phone regarding the purpose of
my qualitative grounded theory study. Again, my research study is focused on interventions used
to improve the academic performance of middle-achieving students during their freshman year of
high school. This study will be useful because it will provide insightful feedback from
educational leaders toward improving the success of freshman forgotten middle students, or
average achievers, as they transition to ninth grade and will assist in keeping them engaged
throughout the learning process while in high school. I would like to request your approval to
involve each principal, assistant principal, and counselor from your high school campuses as part
of this study.
The data collection process will involve responses to a survey through SurveyMonkey™
from each participant and semistructured interview questions from selected study participants.
Each semistructured interview will be audio and video recorded and later transcribed to identify
themes throughout the data collection process. The semistructured interviews are expected to last
45 minutes per interview. I have received approval from Abilene Christian University’s
Institutional Review Board for this study. Please see the attached approval letter. As mentioned
in our conversation, I will contact each potential participant individually through email to explain
the purpose and expectations of the study. I, the researcher, will maintain the confidentiality of
each participant for this study. Participation in this study is strictly voluntary, and participants are
free to remove themselves from the process at any time. Finally, there will not be any negative
consequences for opting out of this study.
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I would like to thank you again for your consideration in assisting me with this needed
study. Please let me know if you approve of my moving forward to contact your high school
administrators for the data collection process. Let me know if you have any questions or
concerns about the details of the research study.
Respectfully,
Bradley C. Cook
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Appendix C: Email to High School Administrators
Dear Administrator,
My name is Brad Cook, and I am an Assistant Principal in California. I am fulfilling the
dissertation requirements to obtain my Doctor of Education in Organizational Leadership from
Abilene Christian University. My dissertation focuses on interventions used to improve the
academic performance of average-achieving students, also known as the forgotten middle, during
their freshman year of high school. This study will be useful because it will provide insightful
feedback from educational leaders, such as yourself, toward improving the success of freshman
forgotten middle students as they transition to ninth grade and will assist in keeping them
engaged throughout the learning process while in high school. I have received approval from
your district’s director of secondary education and assessment to seek your willingness to
participate in the data collection process of my qualitative grounded theory study.
This process will involve your responses to 10 questions from a survey through
SurveyMonkey™. Questions will focus on interventions used to improve the academic
achievement of the forgotten middle and your role in implementing campus-wide interventions.
You may be asked to participate in a semistructured interview after your response from the
survey has been received. Due to COVID-19 restrictions, interviews will be conducted via
Zoom. The semistructured interview will be comprised of eight questions that address details of
interventions used on your campus. Each semistructured interview will be audio and video
recorded and later transcribed to identify themes throughout the data collection process. The
semistructured interviews are expected to last 45 minutes per interview. I have received approval
from Abilene Christian University’s Institutional Review Board for this study. Please see the
attached approval letter. I, the researcher, will maintain your confidentiality throughout this
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study. Participation in this study is strictly voluntary, and you are free to remove yourself from
the process at any time. There will not be any negative consequences for opting out of this study.
I would like to thank you for your consideration in assisting me with this needed study.
Please reference the attached research participant consent form for more details regarding this
study. Also, you can click on the following link, https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/xxxxxx, to
complete the survey if you are willing to be an active participant in the data collection process.
Let me know if you have any questions or concerns about the details of the research study.
Respectfully,
Bradley C. Cook
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Appendix D: Research Participant Consent Form
Introduction: Interventions for Ninth-Grade Middle-Achieving Students
You are invited to participate in a research study. This form provides important
information about that study, including the risks and benefits to you as a potential participant.
Please read this form carefully and ask the researcher any questions that you may have about the
study. You can ask about research activities and any risks or benefits you may experience.
Your participation in this research is completely voluntary. You may refuse to participate
or stop your participation at any time and for any reason without any penalty or loss of benefits
to which you are otherwise entitled.
Purpose and Description
The purpose of this study is focused on interventions used to improve the academic
performance of middle-achieving students during their freshman year of high school. This study
will be useful because it will provide insightful feedback from educational leaders toward
improving the success of freshman forgotten middle students, or average achievers, as they
transition to ninth grade and will assist in keeping them engaged throughout the learning process
while in high school.
If you agree to participate, you will be asked to complete a survey through
SurveyMonkey™ in which you will answer 10 survey questions that provide your perspective of
interventions focused on improving the academic achievement of forgotten middle students.
Once your response is received, you may be selected to participate in a 45-minute interview to
provide more insight regarding interventions for forgotten middle students on your high school
campus. Due to COVID-19 restrictions, interviews will be conducted via video conference
through Zoom. All interviews will be audio and video recorded and later transcribed by a
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professional human transcriber through Transcription Hub. A computer-assisted qualitative data
analysis software, MAXQDA, resource will be used to code each transcribed interview. Finally,
interview participants will be asked to verify the findings from their individual interviews to
ensure themes and results accurately reflect their perspectives.
Risk and Benefits
As with all research studies, there is a risk of breach of confidentiality during this
qualitative study. However, the researcher will do his best to ensure that a breach of
confidentiality does not occur. The study is strictly voluntary, and you can remove yourself from
the research study at any time. There are potential benefits to participating in this study. Such
benefits may include identifying interventions and educational practices that best serve ninthgrade forgotten middle students to succeed academically as they transition to high school.
However, the researcher cannot guarantee that you will experience any personal benefits from
participating in this study.
Privacy and Confidentiality
Any information you provide will be confidential to the extent allowable by law. Some
identifiable data may have to be shared with individuals outside of the individual researcher,
such as the ACU Institutional Review Board members. Otherwise, your confidentiality will be
protected by not identifying your name or high school campus. Titles such as administrator,
principal, assistant principal, and counselor will be the only form of identity used. Records and
data from this study will be subject to standard data use policies, which protect the
confidentiality of all individuals and institutions.
Your questionnaire responses will be stored on the SurveyMonkey™ server until August
1, 2021. For information about the security of information stored on the SurveyMonkey™
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server, see https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/legal/security/. Electronic data containing
questionnaire responses will be downloaded from SurveyMonkey™ and stored on the
researcher’s password-protected computer. Similarly, recordings of Zoom interviews will be
stored on the researcher’s password-protected computer. Only the researcher will have access to
this computer, and no one else knows the password. All electronic data will be deleted three
years following the completion of this research.
Contacts
If you have questions about the research study, the lead researcher is Brad Cook, Abilene
Christian University doctoral student and an assistant principal in California. Brad Cook may be
contacted by phone at (xxx) xxx-xxxx or by email at xxxxx@acu.edu. If you are unable to reach
the lead researcher or wish to speak to someone other than the lead researcher, you may contact
my dissertation chair, Dr. Christie Bledsoe, by email at xxxxx@acu.edu. If you have concerns
about this study, believe you may have been injured because of this study, or have general
questions about your rights as a research participant, you may contact ACU’s Chair of the
Institutional Review Board and Executive Director of Research Megan Roth, Ph.D. Dr. Roth
may be reached at (xxx) xxx-xxxx or xxxxx@acu.edu.
Dr. Megan Roth
328 Hardin Administration Bldg., ACU Box 29103
Abilene, TX 79699
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Appendix E: Institutional Review Board Approval Letter
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Appendix F: Interview Questions on Interventions for Forgotten Middle Students
1. Why is the implementation of interventions early in a student’s freshman year
important to their academic success?
2. How does your faculty identify which students need support to improve their
academic achievement?
3. What interventions does your campus implement to increase the academic
achievement of forgotten middle students? Describe one of those interventions in
detail.
4. Describe your role in implementing needed interventions for average-achieving
students on your campus?
5. Why is it important to establish an environment that focuses on student motivation
and self-efficacy to increase the success of ninth-grade average-achieving students on
your campus?
6. How do educators on your campus collaborate to improve the performance of
average-achieving students?
7. How do educators develop meaningful relationships with students on your campus?
8. How does your school interact with the home environment of forgotten middle
students to ensure their academic success?

